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ABSTRACT 
HOW STUDENTS UNDERSTAND FINANCIAL AID: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF THE 
COLLEGE CHOICE PROCRESS 
SEPTEMBER 2003 
JANNETTE MENDEZ, B.S., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Joseph B. Berger 
The purpose of this study is to explore how low-income, first- 
generation college students understand and make sense of the 
process of obtaining financial aid as a source of influence on 
college choice decisions. This qualitative study of nine low- 
income, first-generation college students focuses on how the 
students understand financial aid in relation to their 
educational aspirations, plans, and choices. The results that 
emerge from the constant comparative analysis of interviews with 
these students, their parents, and guidance counselors suggest 
that the college choice process is more heavily influenced by 
cost and financial aid than has been recognized in previous 
models of college choice. As a result, a new model is presented 
in which cost and financial aid are incorporated as major 
% 
% 
determinants of college choice for low-income, first-generation 
college students. 
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CHAPTER 1 
STATEMENT OF PROBLEM AND SIGNIFICANCE 
Introduction 
Low-income students seeking to pursue a college education 
are faced with multiple obstacles, notably their inability to pay 
for their education. This is a particularly important issue 
because financial ability continues to determine not only whether 
one attends college but also which institution one attends 
(Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). Family income is a strong determinant 
of students' educational opportunities. According to Frances and 
Morning (1993) students from higher income families enroll in 
college at rates 3 times greater than do students from lower 
income families. Macy (2000) also reports that a person in an 
affluent household is 6 times more likely to earn an 
undergraduate degree by age 28 than one raised in a low-income 
household. In fact, poor students are more than 3 times as likely 
not to complete high school and 20 times as likely not to 
graduate from college than other students (Levine & Nidiffer, 
1996). 
Financial ability influences which institution one attends. 
Hearn (1984) reports that parental income is a significant factor 
in preventing low-income students from attending higher cost 
institutions. Frances and Morning (1993) also found that the 
lower the family income, the higher the likelihood the student 
will attend a two-year college. "The odds of a poor student 
attending a community college are considerably higher than the 
1 
odds of the same student enrolling in an Ivy League university or 
other highly selective college'7 (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996, p. 53) . 
Access to institutions of higher education is constricted, 
by rising college costs as well as by family income. An education 
at American colleges and universities is far from affordable for 
many aspiring college students. The nation's economy has 
continually driven the costs of higher education upward while 
steadily eroding the ability of families with college-age 
children to pay these costs (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Orfield, 
1992). "Individuals and whole families all over the country are 
routinely mortgaging their futures and effectively bankrupting 
themselves to meet the enormous costs of going through college" 
(Hawes & Brownstone, 1984, p. vii). For example, the cost of 
attending college — including tuition, fees, room and board — 
increased by 63% in inflation-adjusted terms between 1978 and 
1998 (Harrington & Sum, 1999). Harrington and Sum also report 
that in 1978 the out-of-pocket cost of one year of college 
equaled about 13% of the average American family's pre-tax income 
and by 1998, this proportion had jumped to 20% of the family's 
income. 
Students' perceptions of available options when choosing a 
college are conditioned by their social status (McDonough, 1997). 
% 
% 
The educational system tends to reinforce the social position 
students bring with them to school by fostering an unequal 
climate of expectations and support for students (Bourdieu, 1977; 
Bowles & Gintis, 1976; McDonough, 1997). For example, students 
2 
from poor neighborhoods are perceived as having low ability while 
students from middle-and high-income neighborhoods are perceived 
and treated as high-ability students (Entwisle, Alexander, & 
Olson, 1997) . 
Equal access means both adequate preparation for lifelong 
learning and access to the financial means to make enrollment 
possible (Zemsky, 1991). Students tend to consider only those 
schools they think they can afford, applying on the basis of 
their expectations of financial aid (King, 1996; Orfield, 1992). 
Financial aid either lowers the cost of attendance through grants 
or makes additional funds available to students through loans, 
allowing them to choose more costly institutions. Students who 
are awarded aid are substantially more likely than other students 
to attend college (Jackson, 1978). 
According to Levine and Nidiffer (1996), the offering of 
financial aid is one strategy that has been used to increase 
college access for the poor. Student aid programs have raised 
low-income students' college participation rates, enabled their 
enrollment in more expensive institutions, and contributed to 
their persistence to graduate (Leslie & Brinkman, 1993). Although 
student aid has been found to increase access and promote choice 
(Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993; Levine & 
% 
* 
Nidiffer, 1996), "the low-income student population still does 
not participate in higher education at anywhere near the levels 
of middle-and high-income populations" (Leslie & Brinkman, 1993, 
p. 16). The impact of student aid on college choice decisions. 
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however, has been difficult to analyze mainly because of the 
complexity of the process of choosing an institution (Leslie & 
Brinkman, 1993). 
Financial aid seems to be a strong determinant of whether 
students are able to attend college and where they can attend. 
Some researchers (Jackson, 1982; Hossler & Bean, 1990) have 
reported that relatively small amounts of financial aid, when 
used in conjunction with a comprehensive recruitment plan, can 
have a significant impact on student college choice decisions. 
Other studies (Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Moore, Studenmundt, & 
Slobko, 1991) have found that it takes large financial aid awards 
to influence students' college choice decisions. Other research 
(Hossler, Schmit, & Vesper, 1999) has shown that financial aid 
alone would not have much impact on matriculation decisions for 
most parents and students. These studies, however, were conducted 
with students from high-income families. The study presented here 
sought to inform, from the perspective of low-income students, 
how they made sense of the process of obtaining financial and how 
it influenced their college choice decisions. 
Studies have shown that many low-income students do not 
take advantage of financial aid programs. Researchers (Gladieux, 
1991; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996) have report that many low-income 
% 
% 
students do not take advantage of financial aid because of the 
complexity of the process. Others have argued that the lack of 
accurate and timely information is preventing the students from 
taking advantage of aid programs. According to Macy (2000), there 
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is a lack of public awareness about need-based aid among the 
poor. Dixon (1988) also found that poor students often know less 
about financial aid and college costs than does the general 
public. 
Low-income students enroll in college at lower rates than 
do students from middle-and upper-income families. Many factors 
have influenced lower enrollment rates for the low-income 
student, particularly his or her inability to pay for the 
education. When low-income students do enter higher education, 
they are more likely to enroll at low-cost, non-prestigious 
institutions such as community colleges (Frances & Morning, 1993; 
Hearn, 1984; Jackson, 1978; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). Because 
low-income students often consider only those schools they think 
they can afford (Orfield, 1992), financial aid plays a major role 
in the college choice process as students make decisions about if 
and where they can attend college. 
Financial aid has been found to increase college attendance 
rates of low-income students and has enabled their enrollment in 
more expensive, prestigious institutions. However, large 
disparities remain in the college participation rates of students 
from low-and high-income families. While many studies have 
focused on how various amounts and types of financial aid affect 
% 
college choice decisions, less is known about how low-income 
students understand and engage in the process of obtaining 
financial aid. 
5 
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study was to explore how low-income, 
first-generation college-bound students were able to understand 
and make sense of the process of obtaining financial aid. In 
particular, the study emphasized how this understanding 
influenced their educational aspirations, plans, and choices. A 
qualitative research design was deemed most appropriate for the 
study, given the need to understand the financial aid process 
from the students' perspectives. Nine low-income students whose 
parents have not attended college were interviewed at multiple 
points in time during their senior year of high school. A 
guidance counselor from each of the two selected high schools was 
also interviewed as part of the study. 
The students were selected by a guidance counselor at 
participating high schools and met the following criteria: (1) 
enrollment in a college preparatory track program, (2) 
participation in the free or reduced-price lunch program at their 
high school, (3) being first-generation, college-bound students. 
For the purpose of this study, a first-generation college student 
was defined as an individual whose parents have not attended an 
educational institution beyond the 12th grade of high school, or 
attended a two-year school but never graduated. 
The reasons for using this type of criteria were many. 
First, because I am interested in how low-income students make 
sense of the process of obtaining financial aid as a source of 
influence on their college choice decisions, students in the 
6 
study needed to be participating in a college preparatory 
curriculum. In addition, an important aspect of the study was to 
find out how students engage in the process of preparing for 
college. 
Second, the students selected must all have been 
participating in the free or reduced-price lunch program. This 
criterion was used to ensure the participation of low-income 
students. According to federal guidelines, in order for a student 
to be eligible to participate in the lunch program, he or she 
must come from a low-income family. 
Finally, because parental influence is important in the 
college decision-making process (Hossler, et al., 1999; 
McDonough, 1997; Smith & Bers, 1989) and because the study sought 
to find out how students gathered information about preparing for 
college, the students interviewed were the first in their 
families to be college-bound. First-generation students are more 
likely to come from low-income families, more likely to have 
lower degree aspirations, and likely to receive less 
encouragement from their parents to attend college (Terenzini, 
Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). Students whose 
parents have attended college, on the other hand, get a head 
start on college preparations in elementary school (McDonough, 
% 
1997), are able to get information from their parents about how 
the college system work (Hossler, et al., 1999), and assume that 
going to college is what one does after completion of high school 
(Terenzini, Rendon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg, & Jalomo, 
7 
1994). In this study I explored how parents who have not attended 
college were able to help their children with college choice 
decisions, and if unable to do so, what types of information¬ 
gathering activities they and the parents engaged in during the 
course of the decision-making process. 
Low-income students were the focus of this study for many 
reasons. Low-income students attend college at far lower rates 
than do the rest of the population (Frances & Morning, 1993; 
Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). When they do enter higher education, 
they are more likely to attend low-cost, non-prestigious 
institutions (Frances & Morning, 1993; Hearn, 1984; Jackson, 
1978; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). Low-income students are also less 
likely to persist in college (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). Because 
students' perceptions of available options when choosing a 
college are conditioned by their social status (McDonough, 1997), 
it was important to try to understand how low-income students 
made sense of the process of financial aid and how this 
understanding influenced their college choice decisions. 
Through close examination of these nine individual case 
studies, the study sought to inform, from the perspective of the 
participants, how low-income students made sense of financial aid 
processes as a source of influence on their college choice 
decisions. Various research questions were explored: 
• (1) How do students find out about financial aid and how 
to apply? 
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• (2) What aspects of the financial aid process are either 
well or poorly understood by students? 
• (3) Do students understand the same information about 
financial aid in different ways? 
• (4) In what ways does the financial aid process influence 
college choices? 
Significance of Study 
While many studies have focused on how various amounts and 
types of financial aid affect college choice decisions (Chapman & 
Jackson, 1987; Hossler & Bean, 1990; Jackson, 1982; Moore, et 
al., 1991; St.John, 1990), less is known about how students 
understand and engage in the process of obtaining financial aid. 
Previous studies have largely ignored low-income students college 
choice. Existing college choice models — Jackson (1982), 
Chapman (1984), Hanson and Litten (1982), and Hossler and 
Gallagher (1987) — have focused primarily on students with 
higher levels of cultural capital at home, and have tended to 
neglect students whose parents have not attended college. These 
college choice models have also tended to ignore low-income 
students because they do not take financial aid into 
consideration. Only the Hanson and Litten (1982) model proposes a 
parallel but interrelated process of application for financial 
v 
% 
aid. Also, most studies on college choice (Chapman, 1984; Chapman 
& Jackson, 1987; Hossler, et al., 1999) have been conducted with 
students from high-income families. As a result, there is much to 
learn about how low-income students' understanding of the 
9 
financial aid process influences their college choice. This 
understanding is crucial because students often apply to colleges 
on the basis of their expectations of financial aid (King, 1996; 
Orfield, 1992), and depending on how well they search out and 
make use of available aid, these awards could make the difference 
between going to college or not (Hawes & Brownstone, 1984). Data 
from this study lead to the development of a five-stage college 
choice model that modifies existing college choice models with a 
greater degree of specificity regarding how perceptions of cost 
and aid ultimately shape the actual choice decision. 
The purpose of financial aid programs is to help students 
who could not otherwise afford to attend higher education 
institutions. Hundreds of thousands of economically disadvantaged 
students attend college each year because of financial aid, and 
they would be unable to enroll without it (Leslie & Brinkman, 
1993). Student aid programs not only provide access to college, 
but also provide broader choice so that students of modest means 
could attend the most costly and prestigious institutions. Large 
disparities exist, however, between students from low-and high- 
income families in terms of college participation rates than when 
federal financial aid programs began (Leslie & Brinkman, 1988). 
The lack of understanding about financial aid processes and 
% 
% 
difficulty in accessing pertinent information has prevented many 
low-income students from taking advantage of financial aid 
programs. Given that low-income students are most frequently the 
intended beneficiaries of financial aid and given the fact that 
10 
the offering of financial aid has been one strategy used to 
increase college access for the poor (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996), 
it might be helpful to policy makers and campus leaders to know 
more about how low-income students make sense of the process of 
obtaining financial aid. 
Participants for the study were selected from two different 
school districts — Lambert and Melfield. Expenditure disparities 
among districts and schools have resulted in deprivation of 
educational opportunities for some students (Entwisle, et al., 
1997; Kozol, 1992; Montgomery & Rossi, 1994). Deprivation of 
educational opportunities influence, among other things, the 
school climate, students' educational aspirations, college-going 
rates, and the dissemination of information for preparing for 
college (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; McDonough, 1997; Oakes, 1985). 
Differences between school districts and within schools are 
determined by social class, parental wealth, and sometimes race - 
of the schoolchildren (Kozol, 1992). Richer or more affluent 
districts, like Lambert, have a strong funding base from high 
property values. Consequently, they have more revenue derived 
from property tax, to fund their public schools. Inner-city 
neighborhoods, on the other hand, have experienced an increasing 
concentration of poverty (Wilson, 1991) coupled with declining 
real estate values (Kozol, 1992). Because schools are a major 
socializing agent for students (Entwisle, et al., 1997; Hossler, 
et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997; Oakes, 1985), and because the 
school climate is likely to reinforce the social-class 
11 
differences children bring with them to school (Bourdieu, 1977; 
Bowes & Gintis, 1976; McDonough, 1997), it might be helpful to 
high school and college administrators to know more about how 
different school climates affect the educational aspirations of 
low-income students. This understanding could provide 
administrators with information regarding the ways in which the 
school climate influences how low-income, first-generation 
college bound students gather information about higher education 
and financial aid. 
Results of this study could be used to influence state and 
federal policy makers. For example, financial aid processes need 
to be simplified, at least for some types of students. The 
difficulty of the process has made it less effective than it 
could be in helping low-income students attend college (Levine & 
Nidiffer, 1996). Simplification of the process is important 
because currently, most of the forms are complex and technically 
demanding, requiring some level of educational sophistication 
(Gladieux, 1991; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996) which leaves first- 
generation, college-bound students at a disadvantage. According 
to Hawes and Brownstone (1984, p. 2), applying for aid is a 
confusing, frustrating, and laborious process: "You face 
literally thousands of sources of financial aid each varying in 
♦ 
what it provides and requires, and all wrapped up in red tape 
that's usually more complicated than your federal income tax 
return." 
12 
Some of the complexity of the process and the forms can be 
traced back to the extended eligibility of middle-income 
students, in particular, the passing of the Middle Income Student 
Assistance Act of 1978. According to Gladieux (1991), some of the 
questions that have contributed to the complexity of the 
financial aid application have been questions added to report the 
assets of middle-income families such as bank accounts, 
businesses, or ownership of a house. Detailed questions about 
these types of assets are not relevant to most low-income 
students because they are less able to set aside money in bank 
accounts or own a house (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Orfield, 1992) . 
Other initiatives, such as the HOPE Tax Credit program enacted in 
1997, have also contributed to the complexity of the process. The 
tax credit, however, does not benefit families making $30,000 or 
less who do not pay federal income taxes (Van Slambrouck, 2000). 
This study will show which areas of the financial aid 
process were poorly understood by the students such as the 
process of obtaining student loans. Student loans were not 
considered a type of financial aid by the students in this study 
and were not perceived as an investment but rather as a burden 
because the debt was not seen as manageable. 
Results of the study could benefit high schools' guidance 
% 
programs. By interviewing students and guidance counselors, the 
study sought to inform how students looked for, gathered, and 
understood information about choosing an institution of higher 
education to attend and the process of obtaining financial aid. 
13 
Based on this information, new guidelines and activities could be 
developed as a way of providing accurate and effective 
information to high school seniors, and particularly low-income 
students, about the process of obtaining financial aid. In an 
effort to provide accurate and timely information to students 
about financial aid matters, guidance counselors need to receive 
special training on aid programs. Guidance counselors need to 
strengthen their ties with local institutions of higher education 
so that staff members from these institutions are the ones to 
provide financial aid information to high school students. 
Because the students in this study understood the same 
information about financial aid in different ways, guidance 
counselors need to tailor the delivery of information for 
different types of students. Those whose parents have not 
attended college would need more in-depth, individualized 
assistance. 
Results of this study could also be important for college 
administrators, such as enrollment management directors 
interested in increasing access and retention of low-income, 
first-generation college students. By finding out in what ways 
the understanding of the financial aid process influenced college 
choices of low-income, first-generation students, individual 
institutions could develop new practices and provide aid packages 
designed to increase accepted-to-enrolled yield rates of these 
types of students. Ginsburg and Mclaughlin (1991) report that aid 
does have positive effects on decisions of lower income students 
14 
to enroll in college. The financial reasons that influence 
college choice decisions seem to have both direct and indirect 
effects on persistence (Paulsen & St.John, 1997). Research has 
shown that finances, such as cost and financial aid, influence 
both choice and persistence behaviors (Cabrera, Nora, & 
Castaneda, 1992; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; St.John, 1990). Though 
offers of financial aid might attract students to attend a 
particular institution, it is the adequacy and consistency of the 
financial aid package throughout their years in college that will 
influence their persistence (Paulsen & St.John, 1997). Receiving 
financial aid also facilitates the integration of the student 
into the academic and social components of the institution, and 
influences the student's commitment to stay in that institution 
until graduation (Cabrera, Nora, et al., 1992). 
Finding out what aspects of the financial aid process were 
either well or poorly understood by the students and how the 
students found out about financial aid programs could also help 
institutions of higher education in their efforts to effectively 
disseminate information to these type of students. This knowledge 
could be particularly important for admissions recruiters and 
financial aid officers when dealing with prospective students. 
Dissemination of accurate and timely information is important 
because poor students and their families often know less about 
financial aid and college costs than does the general public. 
15 
CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Introduction 
This review of literature includes the following: (1) a 
discussion of college attendance rates of low-income students, 
(2) an overview of the economic benefits of a college education, 
(3) a discussion of the influence of parents, cultural capital, 
schools, and friends in the educational aspirations of students, 
(4) a discussion of the college decision-making process, (5) an 
overview of the history and role of financial aid in expanding 
access, 6) a discussion of the relationship between aid and 
college choice, and (7) a discussion of the relationship between 
aid and persistence. 
College Attendance of Low-Income Students 
Students from higher income families enroll in college at 
higher rates than do students from lower income families (Levine 
& Nidiffer, 1996; Macy, 2000; Outtz, 1995). According to Frances 
and Morning (1993), family income continues to be a primary 
determinant of students' educational opportunities. They report 
that students from higher income families enroll in college at 
rates 3 times greater than students from lower income families. 
% 
% 
According to Astin (1993), the decision of whether or not 
to go to college is particularly critical for prospective 
students whose financial situation is tenuous. Because the poor 
must focus on the day-to-day survival, most poor Americans never 
16 
even consider pursuing higher education (Outtz, 1995) . Many 
causes have been found to contribute to lower college attendance 
rates of poor and low-income students: inadequate academic 
preparation (Kozol, 1992; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Macy, 2000), 
lack of encouragement from parents, teachers, and/or guidance 
counselors (Entwisle, et al., 1997; Hossler, et al., 1999; 
McDonough, 1997), the acquisition of fewer linguistic and 
cultural skills by these students (Lewis & Kingston, 1989) and, 
their inability to bear the costs of a college education 
(Gladieux, 1991; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Macy, 2000). The 
inability to bear the cost of a college education is a 
particularly pressing issue for low-income students. 
How much a family can contribute towards the education of 
their children depends primarily on their income, but also on 
other factors such as parents' age, assets, family size, number 
of children enrolled in college, and other demands on family 
resources (Mortenson, 1987). The reasonable sacrifice for a 
family to make for a son or daughter's education varies from 
family to family as priorities and capacities differ. It might 
mean for some families not buying a new car for several years or 
having a significant reduction on the quality of the weekly food 
consumption in the household. Financing a college education is 
almost impossible for low-income families even if their children 
decide to attend a low-cost institution such as public two-year 
schools. This is mainly because low-income families are less able 
to set aside money to pay for college costs or own a house to 
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borrow against the equity, as do most middle-class families 
(Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Orfield, 1992). 
According to Pascarella and Terenzini (1991), family 
socioeconomic status has an impact on college attendance beyond 
ability or achievement. In 1993, the college-going rate for 18-to 
24-year olds was 42.3% for Whites, 28.3% for African Americans, 
and 26.3% for Hispanics (Outtz, 1995). Most African American and 
Hispanic families sending their children to college, however, 
have been middle to upper class. In fact, the college-going rate 
for all three racial groups has been higher for children in 
families with an annual income of $50,000 or more. For college 
students of low intellectual ability, high social status is 
insufficient to gain entrance to high-ranking institutions, but 
it does increase the student's chances of attending middle-level 
schools (Karabel & Astin, 1975). Karabel and Astin (1975) also 
found that many high academic ability students who come from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds attend low-cost community or state 
colleges rather than relatively high-cost state institutions. 
This might mean that even if a low-income student is academically 
talented but unable to pay for a college education, attending 
college might be as impossible as for a student with no academic 
potential at all for higher learning. 
* 
A college education, however, has been crucial for securing 
economic prosperity, or at least, for increasing its chances. 
According to Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) completing the 
bachelor's degree may be the single most important educational 
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step in the occupational and economic attainment process. Few 
occupations in the future will be tailored for high school 
graduates entering directly into the labor force. More than half 
of the new jobs created over the next 20 years will require some 
education beyond high school (Outtz, 1995). 
Social mobility in modern American society, as defined by 
changes in occupational status and income, is inextricably linked 
to college attendance (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Smart & 
Pascarella, 1986). Levine and Nidiffer (1996), depict a college 
education as the traditional path to economic mobility in the 
United States for the poor and as a way of breaking the poverty 
cycle. Hossler, et al. (1999) also describe a college education 
as a social escalator for many disadvantaged groups. 
Economic Benefits of College 
"Higher education is an investment that yields a financial 
return to both society and the individual" (Becker, 1992, p. 
115). Both, society and the individual benefit from the 
qualitative and intrinsic value of higher education. According to 
Geske and Cohn (1998), students who go through college have an 
increased interest in aesthetics and cultural values. These 
students also tend to be more realistic and less moralistic in 
their ethical judgments (Cohn & Geske, 1992). Strumpel (1971) 
% 
reports that college graduates appear to have a more optimistic 
view of their past and future personal progress. He also 
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indicates that highly educated individuals are less likely to be 
unemployed and more likely than others to find their job 
enj oyable. 
The education process also instills knowledge and skills in 
the students raising their productivity. The skills acquired 
during the years in college become the human capital or asset 
created by investing in higher education (Becker, 1992). "The 
thrust of the general human capital approach is that a student's 
postsecondary matriculation decision is a function of factors 
that influence the value of college attendance as an investment" 
(Weiler, 1994, p. 635). While students usually enjoy their 
collegiate experience, it is the potential future benefits that 
drive the decision to attend college (Becker, 1992). There is a 
positive relationship between the perceived economic benefits of 
higher education and the decision to enroll in a college or 
university (Hossler, 1982). 
Although the benefits of higher education are many, 
students do base their attendance decisions mainly on financial 
expectations (Hossler, 1982; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993).. Students 
planning to continue their education anticipated better paying 
jobs and better lifetime incomes as the result of pursuing a 
college degree. 
* 
% 
With few exceptions, a successful pursuit of a bachelor's degree 
in college will result in an occupation that brings higher 
income, higher status, and more chance for advancement than 
direct entry into the labor force with no education beyond high 
school. (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987, p. 151) 
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According to Pascarella and Terenzini (1991), the bachelor's 
degree is a prerequisite not only for entrance into many high- 
status technical and managerial positions but also for acceptance 
at professional schools linked to higher earnings, such as 
medical and law schools. People with college degrees will 
generally earn more money than those with a high school diploma 
or less educational attainment (Harney, 1996; Orfield, 1992; 
Outtz, 1995). In 1990, for example, the average college graduate 
between the ages of 25 and 34 earned $814 more a month than the 
average high school graduate in the same age range (Baum, 1996) . 
In 1993 the average annual salary for high school graduates was 
$17,552; bachelor's degree holders earned $32,753, and advanced 
degree holders averaged $41,244 (Outtz, 1995). This phenomenon, 
however, has not been limited to the past decade. Since World War 
II the dollar return on a college investment has been very 
favorable relative to lesser educational attainment (Rudolph, 
1990). 
Scholars have argued that the main benefit of a college 
education is that it increases one's potential employment and 
earning power over the years (Becker, 1992; Gladieux & Hauptman, 
1995; Harrington & Sum, 1999; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Mortenson, 
1987; Orfield, 1992; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Smart & 
% 
Pascarella, 1986). In the 1970s, men under age 30 with a 
bachelor's degree earned 15-20% more per year than their high 
school graduate counterparts; 20 years later they can expect to 
earn 50-60% more per year (Harrington & Sum, 1999). According to 
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Harney (1996), the average bachelor's degree holder can expect to 
earn about $600,000 more over a lifetime than the average high 
school graduate. Becker (1992) also reports higher earnings for 
the bachelor's degree holder -- college graduates, on average, 
will receive between $500,000 to $1,000,000 more than high school 
graduates over their lifetimes. 
Education, however, does not pay equitably. In general, 
education has less economic payoff for women than for men 
(Persell, Catsambis, & Cookson, 1992). In 1993, for example, 
Hispanic women with bachelor's degrees earned less on average 
than white men with high school diplomas (Outtz, 1995). Outtz 
(1995) also reports that African American women with bachelor's 
degrees earned just $600 per year more than white men with high 
school degrees. Indeed, lifetime earnings of males are higher 
than those of females among all races and at each level of 
educational attainment (Bryan & Linke, 1991). 
"Where one attends college matters academically and, later, 
professionally" (Lewis & Kingston, 1989, p. 28). According to 
McDonough (1997), attending a selective college increases one's 
social standing, contacts, and income potential. There is a 
strong relationship between quality and adult social status 
(Karabel & Astin, 1975). Those who make it through the highly 
competitive admissions process of the prestigious colleges and 
universities, considered the best and the brightest by these 
schools, are more likely to achieve a higher earning potential. 
Studies have shown that the quality of the undergraduate 
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education has significant positive direct influences on 
subsequent income levels (Persell, et al., 1992; Smart, 1988; 
Smart & Pascarella, 1986) . A bachelor's degree from an elite 
institution will continue to be perceived as a ticket for 
continued privilege. 
Low-income students, however, remain underrepresented in 
relatively costly and prestigious institutions (Conrad & Eagan, 
1989; Hearn, 1984; Karabel & Astin, 1975; Leslie & Brinkman, 
1993; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996) . Students from low socioeconomic 
status (SES) are much more likely to attend a non-selective 
college and high SES students a highly selective institution. 
According to Karabel and Astin (1975), high SES students are 
about 8 times as likely to attend very selective colleges as are 
students of low SES. They also found that over two-thirds of the 
students at the most affluent institutions are from the top two 
SES quintiles. The increased educational opportunities for 
middle-and low-income students evident in recent years are almost 
totally the result of the growth of public education rather than 
of changes in the admissions policies or programs of elite 
private institutions (Lewis & Kingston, 1989). 
Lewis and Kingston (1989) report that the chances of 
enrolling at prestigious colleges and universities increase with 
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income level; the offspring of high-income families continue to 
be the prime beneficiaries of an elite undergraduate education. 
The most selective colleges are dominated by children from 
middle-and upper-middle-class families (Karabel & Astin, 1975) . 
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Students at elite boarding schools, for example, are more than 7 
times as likely as are public school students to attend selective 
colleges (Persell, et al., 1992). Students in public two-year 
colleges are more likely than students in four-year colleges, 
particularly selective schools, to be nonwhite and to have 
parents who hold working-class jobs, and who have not gone to 
college (Dougherty, 1987). Seventy percent of the students who 
attend colleges in the highest selectivity category (SATs > 
1300), on the other hand, have fathers who graduated from college 
compared with about 10% of the total population (Karabel & Astin, 
1975). 
Tightening admissions standards by requiring higher SAT 
scores and grade point averages by selective institutions has 
tended to reduce the number of low-income students attending 
prestigious, private institutions because strict standards tend 
to discriminate against students from academically weaker high 
schools. Children from lower-income families attending 
academically weaker schools, for example, tend to acquire fewer 
linguistic and cultural skills considered a disadvantage in their 
schoolwork (Lewis & Kingston, 1989). However, "students from 
affluent, opportunity-rich communities have long held the edge in 
test scores, grade-point averages, and other predictors of 
% 
academic success" (Conrad & Eagan, 1989, p.9). Meritocratic 
measures such as standardized tests have been used as a means of 
frustrating the aspirations of upwardly mobile working-class 
students (Karabel & Astin, 1975). Working-class families do not 
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see an education at an elite private institution as a realistic 
possibility for their children. Course requirements most readily 
met by affluent students educated at private schools, limited 
financial aid for needy students, and favored treatment for 
alumni children has keep these institutions quite socially 
exclusive (Lewis & Kingston, 1989) . 
Favored treatment for alumni children, or what Megalli 
(1995) refers to as "the advantage of legacy in college 
admissions," more than double the chances of acceptance into an 
elite institution. According to Megalli (1995), at many leading 
schools, applicants with an alumni parent or parents are accepted 
at 2 to 3 times the rate of non-legacy applicants. Harvard, for 
example, accepts 16% of all applicants but more than 35% of its 
legacy applicants. Accepting the children of alumni has kept 
prestigious colleges and universities quite exclusive by 
excluding first-generation students. "The legacy preferential 
system perpetuates elitism by conferring considerable advantage 
upon privileged white children and, as a result, disfavoring 
blacks and others whose parents were less likely to have gone to 
college" (Megalli, 1995, p. 73). 
Influences in Educational Aspirations 
Influence from Parents 
* 
* 
Family background has a strong, direct effect on 
educational attainment. Parents' education and income, for 
example, has a direct effect on college plans of high school 
students (Hossler & Maple, 1993; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; 
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McDonough, 1997; Outtz, 1995; Persell, et al., 1992). According 
to Hossler, et al. (1999) the higher the level of parental 
education, the greater the likelihood of college attendance in 
offspring. The level of parental education has also been found to 
be a strong positive influence upon predisposition toward 
postsecondary education, more than either SES or student ability 
(Hossler & Stage, 1992). In fact, in most income brackets, 
students whose parents had a college education were more than 
twice as likely to apply for college (Manski & Wise, 1983). 
Parental education has a significant direct effect on 
parents' educational expectations for their children (Hossler & 
Stage, 1992). Parents' educational attainment also affects the 
kind and degree of parental involvement (Lareau, 1987). Hill and 
Stafford (1980), for example, found that highly educated women 
spend more time with their children, including both more playtime 
and teaching time than mothers that have not attended college. 
College educated parents also tend to have higher expectations of 
their children which, in turn, encourages children to have higher 
expectations of themselves (Entwisle, et al., 1997; Hossler & 
Maple, 1993; McDonough, 1997). Conklin and Dailey (1981) also 
found that there is a positive association between parental 
encouragement and adolescents' educational aspirations and 
% 
attainment. First-grade children whose parents expected them to 
go to college, for example, were twice as likely to take algebra 
in 8th grade as a lower level math class (Entwisle, et al., 1997). 
26 
In a family where college attendance is being taken for granted, 
children grow up knowing that they will go to college (Conklin & 
Dailey, 1981). 
The presence or absence in the home of an environment of 
educational support is likely to influence whether or not an 
individual goes to college. Parental encouragement has been found 
to have a significant effect on students' educational activity, 
as well as the type of institution they attend (Conklin & Dailey, 
1981). According to Conklin and Dailey (1981), consistency of 
parental encouragement over the four-year high school period is 
positively associated with attendance at a four-year institution 
while a lack of clear support or mixed support increased the 
probability of going to a two-year college or not attending 
college at all. 
Students' college planning is also shaped by their parents' 
attitudes and knowledge about college attendance (Hearn, 1984). 
Students whose parents have attended college usually get a head 
start on college preparations in elementary school by taking the 
right courses (McDonough, 1997). Parents who have experienced the 
educational process are in much better position to pass on 
information about their college experience to their children. 
They are able to convey to their children crucial information 
% 
about the different types of colleges and universities. "Parents 
who have gone to college are familiar with the experience and are 
better equipped to explain to their children how the college 
system is structured" (Hossler, et al., 1999, p. 26). For 
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students who are first in their families to go to college, 
however, the processes of planning and preparing for college are 
less defined. First-generation college students' educational 
paths are more likely to be misguided because they have less 
knowledge about college (York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991). These 
students also tend to have weaker cognitive skills in reading, 
math, and critical thinking (Terenzini, Springer, et al., 1996). 
First-generation students also receive less encouragement and 
support from parents to attend college (Billson & Terry, 1982; 
Terenzini, Springer, et al.). The fact that most high schools 
assume that all students would be able to rely on families to 
supplement school information (McDonough, 1997) can only 
exacerbate the situation for first-generation, college-bound 
students. 
The levels of parental involvement and parental 
expectations of children's school performance have been found to 
vary among families from diverse socio-economic backgrounds and 
levels of education (Lareau, 1987; Rumberger, 1983). The level of 
parental involvement is linked to both the class position of the 
parents and the social and cultural resources that social class 
yields in America; the educational status and material resources 
of parents increase with social class (Lareau, 1987). 
% 
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The working-class parents have poor educational skills, 
relatively lower occupational prestige than teachers, and limited 
time and disposable income to supplement and intervene in their 
children's schooling. The middle-class parents, on the other 
hand, had educational skills and occupational prestige that 
matched or surpassed that of teachers. They also have the 
necessary economic resources to manage the child care, 
transportation, and time required to meet with teachers, to hire 
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tutors, and to become intensely involved in their children's' 
schooling. (Lareau, 1987, p.81) 
On the one hand, working-class parents tend to depend solely on 
teachers to educate their children while, on the other, middle- 
class parents see education as a shared enterprise between them 
and teachers whereas they can scrutinize, monitor and supplement 
the school experience of their children (Lareau, 1987). Lareau 
(1987) also found that middle-and working-class parents' 
aspirations differ in the level of achievement they hoped their 
children would obtain. While working-class parents hoped their 
children would obtain a high school diploma, middle-class parents 
hoped their children would obtain a college degree. 
Influence of Cultural Capital 
Students' cultural capital affects the level and quality of 
education a student will intend to acquire (Hossler, et al., 
1999; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1986; Karabel & Astin, 1975; 
McDonough, 1997) . Bourdieu (1977) describes cultural capital as 
"property" that middle-and upper-class families transmit to their 
offsprings to substitute for or supplement the transmission of 
economic capital as a means of maintaining class status and 
privilege across generations. "Cultural capital usually refers to 
socialization into highbrow cultural activities, and this concept 
includes a variety of tastes and behaviors, such as interest in 
art and classical music, attendance at theaters and museums, and 
reading literature" (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1986, p. 23). According 
to Swartz (1997), the concept of cultural capital emerged 
initially from Bourdieu's research to explain unequal scholastic 
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achievement of children originating from families with different 
though similar social origins. Elaborating on Bourdieu's work, 
Swartz (1997) explain that cultural capital exists in an embodied 
state because cultural goods, unlike material goods, can be 
appropriated or "consumed" only by apprehending their meaning. 
Cultural capital is a symbolic, rather than material, resource. 
The accumulation of cultural capital in its embodied form begins 
in early childhood and requires the investment of time by parents 
and other family members to sensitize the child to cultural 
distinctions. The elementary and secondary school experiences 
contribute to the individual accumulation of cultural capital of 
students (Berger, 2000). One way parents transmit cultural 
capital, for example, is by informing their children about the 
value and process of securing a college education (McDonough, 
1997). 
Because cultural capital also exists in an 
institutionalized form, the concept can be used to explain the 
role of the higher education system in the allocation of status 
in advanced societies. 
Since educational credentials increasingly have become necessary 
for gaining access to desirable positions in the job market, it 
becomes essential for parents to invest in a good education for 
their children so they can reap the profit of the job market. 
(Swartz, 1997, p. 76) 
According to Bourdieu (1977) the higher education system 
reproduces rather than redistributes the unequal distribution of 
cultural capital. He argues that formal schooling contributes to 
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the maintenance of an unequal social system by preferring certain 
cultural heritages and penalizing others. 
Influence of Schools 
After parents, schools are the most influential socializing 
agent for students (McDonough, 1997). The educational system, as 
defined by Bourdieu (1977), is a group of institutional or 
routine mechanisms responsible for the transmission of cultural 
capital from generation to generation. Lower-class students tend 
to rely more heavily on the school for their acquisition of 
cultural capital than do upper-class students (Swartz, 1997). 
Schools tend to reinforce social-class differences children 
bring with them (Bourdieu, 1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; 
McDonough, 1997). According to Bourdieu (1977), the social class 
position and culture of a student become a form of cultural 
capital in the school setting. Children who live in wealthy 
neighborhoods, for example, usually land on a fast academic track 
because their parents and teachers perceive them and treat them 
as high-ability students (Entwisle, et al., 1997). Students from 
poor neighborhoods, on the other hand, are perceived and treated 
as low ability children (Kozol, 1992; Entwisle, et al., 1997). 
Schools in wealthy and poor neighborhoods are very 
different from each other. School inequalities seek to fulfill a 
function of legitimization, which is necessary for the 
perpetuation of the social order (Bourdieu, 1977). Students from 
different social classes receive different kinds of socialization 
(Bowles & Gintis, 1976). Socialization reinforces the values and 
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personality characteristics of the social class of their 
families. "As students experience differences in both the 
contents and the contexts of the schooling structure, different 
groups of students are socialized toward different positions 
within the larger society" (Oakes, 1985, p. 144). Children from 
high socioeconomic backgrounds are more often socialized into 
highbrow cultural activities at home and are more likely to do 
well in school (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1986). Indeed, cultural 
experiences in the home facilitate children's adjustment to 
school and academic achievement (Bourdieu, 1977). 
Schools have standardized views of the proper role of 
parents in schooling (Lareau, 1987) even though social class 
provides parents with unequal resources to comply with teachers' 
requests for their participation. For example, because teachers 
actively solicit parent's participation in education, "middle- 
class parents, in supervising, monitoring, and overseeing the 
educational experience of their children, behave in ways that 
mirror the requests of schools" (Lareau, 1987, p. 82). 
Where one goes to secondary school may be a major factor in 
whether one pursues an education after high school (McDonough, 
1997; Persell, et al., 1992). According to McDonough (1997) a 
school normative structure might or might not emphasize college 
% 
through its curricular options, assumptions of students' cultural 
capital, and counselors' expectations. Each school differs in the 
actual structure and resources devoted to college 
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preparation. The climate of expectations at each school 
influences students' performance, and consequently, their plans 
and aspirations. 
Building upon Bourdieu's (1977) concept of habitus, 
McDonough (1997) argues that each school offers a distinct 
habitus in which the college choice decision-making process 
occurs. Bourdieu (1977) uses the concept of habitus to refer to a 
deeply internalized, permanent system of experiences and beliefs 
held by members of the same group or class affecting individual's 
expectations, attitudes, and aspirations. Habitus refers to a set 
of relatively permanent and largely unconscious ideas about one's 
chances of success and how society works, that are common to 
members of a social class or status group (Swartz, 1997). 
Students believe that they are entitled to a particular kind of 
education based on their family's habitus or class status 
(McDonough, 1997). "Habitus adjust aspirations and expectations 
according to the objective probabilities for success or failure 
common to the members of the same class for a particular 
behavior" (Swartz, 1997, p. 105). 
Habitus is first constructed through parents or other 
socializing agents, and second, through the social environment. 
The school habitus can either encourage or discourage the pursuit 
% 
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of a college education. Within the school, the track system is 
responsible for the origination of different habituses. Students 
in each individual track develop beliefs and educational 
aspirations, which are shared by most students in the same track. 
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High track students, for example, have higher educational 
aspirations than students do in low-track classes (Bowles & 
Gintis, 1976). Different habituses created by the track system 
influences students by how they structured the flow and content 
of information and by limiting the search for higher education 
alternatives (McDonough, 1997). 
Because academic success is directly dependent on cultural 
capital (Bourdieu, 1977), fostering a climate of high 
expectations for students is one way schools transmit cultural 
capital. Another way of transmitting cultural capital is by 
assigning students to different educational tracks. Tracking, 
however, constitutes a major barrier to positive school climates 
for students (Legters & McDill, 1994). "One of the most pervasive 
and controversial forms of instructional grouping is the 
placement of students in homogeneous learning groups within a 
grade, or even within a classroom, according to evaluations of 
their academic performance" (Legters & McDill, 1994, p. 24). 
Called "ability grouping" in elementary schools and "tracking" at 
the high school level, the grouping of students based on academic 
performance directly influences students' educational aspirations 
and plans. "Once children are distributed into tracks, they have 
systematically differing experiences, which are relevant to 
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ultimate educational attainment, and they diverge in their 
development" (Vanfossen, Jones, & Spade, 1987, p. 117). 
Tracking ensures that students will form friendships with 
other students having similar backgrounds and origins and reduces 
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contact between educationally advantaged students and 
disadvantaged students (Karweit & Hansell, 1983). The tracking 
system classifies students as fast, average, or slow learners and 
places them in classes accordingly. Students are placed in a 
hierarchical system of groups and they come to be defined by 
others based on the track they occupy (Oakes, 1985). "Few things 
can injure a child more, or do more damage to the child's self¬ 
esteem, than to be locked into a bottom-level track as early as 
the first or second grade" (Kozol, 1992, p. 119) . 
Rosenbaum (1976, p. 6) defines tracking as "any school 
selection system that attempts to homogenize classroom placements 
in terms of students' personal qualities, performance, or 
aspirations." Students' educational aspirations are either 
nurtured by a college preparatory track or by a vocational, 
noncollege track. Students in lower, noncollege tracks, for 
example, are prevented from being considered for college 
admissions (Rosenbaum, 1976). Students in college track, on the 
other hand, are given a high probability of attending college 
(Oakes, 1985; Rosenbaum, 1976). Students in lower-track classes 
have also been found to have lower aspirations, tend to 
participate less in extracurricular activities at school, and are 
less likely to graduate from high school (Oakes, 1985). "Students 
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in nonacademic [noncollege] tracks are not given an environment 
that encourages them to increase their performance and their 
educational and occupational aspirations" (Vanfossen, et al., 
1987, p. 116). 
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The implementation of the track system is solely the 
responsibility of the school principal and guidance counselors 
(Rosenbaum, 1976). Many school administrators believe that 
curriculum tracking is needed because teaching and learning are 
facilitated if students of similar performance potential are 
grouped together (Vanfossen, et al., 1987). According to Oakes 
(1985) three kinds of information are generally taken into 
consideration for tracking students: scores on standardized 
tests, teacher and counselor recommendations, and students' and 
their parents' choices. Track placement is also influenced by 
other variables such as socioeconomic background, preferences, 
the number of seats available in track-related courses, and 
teachers' and counselors' perceptions of students' abilities 
(Vanfossen, et al., 1987). 
The guidance counselor has the responsibility for aiding 
and influencing students' track and career choices. "Students' 
track placement may reflect their choices but their choices are 
not based on accurate information about tracking" (Rosenbaum, 
1976, p. 114). Rosenbaum (1976) argues that students.are provided 
with the kind of information that will ensure that the 
counselor's advice is chosen. Oakes (1985) also found that rarely 
students themselves choose to be in vocational, general, or 
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academic track programs. 
The types of information counselors provide to students are 
the types they judge to be the most appropriate to the students' 
ability. When counselors assume students are not "college 
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material, for example, the students get tracked into vocational 
courses (Montgomery & Rossi, 1994). "Rather than deny choice to 
lower-track students, the track system allows them to make 
choices based on inadequate or incorrect information" (Rosenbaum, 
1976, p. 196). Researchers have found that guidance counselors do 
disseminate information about tracking to some students, but they 
do it selectively (Legters & McDill, 1994; Oakes, 1985; 
Rosenbaum, 1976). They also tend to focus on children who fit 
their preconceived notions of success (Hawkins, 1993). 
Parents often do not understand the implications of the 
track system and become dependent on school guidance counselors 
to provide them with both advice and information. This is a 
particularly distressing position to be in for non-college 
educated parents. They often feel inadequate largely because of 
the educational difference between them and school counselors 
(Rosenbaum, 1976) and, consequently, continue to be deprived of 
crucial information. Because these parents are often unable to 
help their children select one track over another, students tend 
to rely even more on recommendations from their guidance 
counselor. "Even the most self-assured student has some doubts 
about his [or her] ability, and the counselor's words, along with 
the authoritativeness of his position, are generally effective 
for eliciting a sense of inferiority in the student" (Rosenbaum, 
1976, p. 121). 
Tracking separates students along socioeconomic lines, 
separating rich from poor and, whites from nonwhites (Oakes, 
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1985; Rosenbaum, 1976). Socioeconomic origins, along with 
academic ability, influence the track a student enters (Friedkin 
& Thomas, 1997; Vanfossen, et al., 1987). Some researchers have 
argued, however, that tracking is based more on students' social 
class origins than on their aptitude or ability (Karweit & 
Hansell, 1983; Oakes, 1985; Rosenbaum, 1976). Poor and minority 
students, for example, are found more often in the bottom, non¬ 
college track (Kozol 1992; Legters & McDill, 1994; Oakes, 1985; 
Rosenbaum, 1976) while students from high socioeconomic origins 
are overrepresented in the academic track (Vanfossen, et al., 
1987). Many causes have been attributed to this phenomenon. Oakes 
(1985) reports that this disparity is mainly due to the fact that 
poor and minority students consistently score lower than do white 
students on standardized tests and consequently, they get placed 
in lower tracks. Other researchers (Kozol, 1992; Legters & 
McDill, 1994; Rosenbaum, 1976) have argued that the disparity is 
mainly due to lower expectations from guidance counselors and 
teachers toward these types of students. 
Rosenbaum (1976) and Oakes (1985), among others, have 
presented evidence that tracking helps maintain and perpetuate 
class status from one generation to another by sorting children 
from diverse backgrounds into different curricular programs where 
« 
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they encounter different learning environments. The tracking 
system contributes to the intergenerationai transmission of 
social and class status (Friedkin & Thomas, 1997; Vanfossen, et 
al., 1987). According to Rosenbaum (1976) differences in the 
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social environment of schools are crucial for the educational 
system to continue the perpetuation of the transmission of power 
and privileges. The school's normative structure perpetuates the 
cultural capital students bring to school (McDonough, 1997). 
The guidance counselor is critical in constructing the 
schools' expectations and formal planning for college (McDonough, 
1997). Counselors' perceptions and expectations of students 
directly influence students' educational outcomes. These 
perceptions, however, are mainly influenced by the counselor's 
assumptions of students' cultural capital. Guidance counselors 
tend to have higher expectations of students who come from high 
socioeconomic class families and lower expectations of those 
students coming from low-income backgrounds (McDonough, 1997; 
Rosenbaum, 1976; Vanfossen, et al., 1987). 
Academic decisions guidance counselors make are sometimes 
not a reflection of their own perceptions and knowledge about 
what is best for their students, but rather a response to the 
school normative structure. The counselor's primary 
responsibility is to the school rather than to the student 
(Rosenbaum, 1976). 
If a counselor should allow too many students into college 
tracks, this would seriously disrupt the school's curriculum 
offerings, would lead to an over-extension of college-track 
resources, and would result in far too many college-track 
students being excluded from college. (Rosenbaum, 1976, p. 204) 
Influence from Friends 
"Although personal preferences determine the selection of 
actual friends from among the pool of potential friends, specific 
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school practices constrain the possibilities for contact to 
particular types of students in particular activity setting" 
(Karweit & Hansell, 1983, p. 30). One school practice likely to 
influence the type of friend one chooses is academic tracking. 
Tracking ensures that students form friendships with other 
students having similar backgrounds and origins, thus reducing 
contact between educationally advantaged students and 
disadvantaged ones (Karweit & Hansell, 1983). Students in college 
track are likely to have friends also planning to attend college. 
According to Hossler et al. (1999) students with friends who plan 
to continue their education after high school are more likely to 
have college plans. 
Studies on college choice (Hossler, et al., 1999; 
McDonough, 1997) have shown that friends tend to influence 
college choice decisions. School friends have been found to be 
important sources of influence and information during this 
process. Friends are likely to influence whether to attend 
college and which schools are considered. According to McDonough 
(1997) having friends who are college-bound tends to enlarge the 
perception of college opportunities. 
College Decision-Making Process 
The role of school counselors in helping students with the 
college decision-making process has been widely studied. Some 
scholars (Boyer, 1987; Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997) 
have presented evidence indicating that the counselor's influence 
on students' college choice decisions is not very significant 
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mainly because of the amount of time they spend with students. It 
is not surprising that the national average of one guidance 
counselor to 325 public high school students does not allow for 
much personal attention (McDonough, 1997). "The ratio of students 
to counselors is too high for personal counseling to be a viable 
strategy for working with students" (Hossler, et al., 1999, p. 
134). Boyer (1987) also found that high school counselors are 
less likely to influence students in selecting a college because 
they are overworked and not sufficiently informed. For the 
purpose of this study, however, it was assumed that the guidance 
counselor was critical in constructing the schools' climate of 
expectations and formal planning for college. 
The college decision-making process that high school 
students and their families go through every year has received a 
great deal of attention from researchers. Three theoretical 
approaches, or models, are commonly used for examining the 
college decision-making process: economic, status-attainment, and 
information-processing models. Economic models such as Jackson's 
(1982) and Hossler's and Gallagher's (1987) are rooted in 
econometric assumptions that prospective college students base 
their college choices on careful cost-effective analyses. Status- 
attainment models, on the other hand, focuses on how 
* 
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socialization processes, family conditions, interactions with 
peers and school environments, help shape students' college 
choices (Hossler, et al., 1999). Information-processing models 
such as Chapman's (1984) model share the same assumptions posited 
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in economic models but also incorporate information seeking 
activities. Four major models of college choice - Jackson (1982), 
Chapman (1984), Hanson and Litten (1982), and Hossler and 
Gallagher (1987), each of which are essentially a combination of 
ideas from economic and sociological theoretical perspectives 
have been the primary models used to study college choice. 
The Jackson model (1982) has three stages: preference, 
exclusion, and evaluation. In the preference stage, Jackson 
asserts that students who do well in high school will tend to 
develop a preference for college. In the exclusion stage, 
students go through a process of excluding institutions and 
narrowing the number of schools they would later consider. In the 
evaluation stage, the student evaluates the schools in his or her 
set of considerations and makes a final decision. 
The Chapman model presents four stages: pre-search, search, 
applications, choice, and enrollment, and involves both an 
individual and an institutional perspective. The Hanson and 
Litten's model depicts a continuous process and includes five 
steps: having college aspirations, starting the search process, 
gathering information, sending applications, and enrolling. 
A student's socioeconomic background and academic ability 
influence his or her college choice decisions (Manski & Wise, 
1983; McDonough, 1997; Paulsen & St. John, 1997). According to 
Hearn (1984) inequality in the college choice process lies more 
in class-related factors than in ascribed factors. McDonough 
(1997) found that there are major differences in the application 
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practices of students from different socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Students from high socioeconomic backgrounds, for example, file 
10 applications, on average, while students from low 
socioeconomic status file only 2 to 3 applications. McDonough 
(1997) also found that first-generation, college-bound students 
either apply to Ivy League institutions or to inexpensive state 
schools, while middle-and upper-income students apply everywhere. 
Prospective students tend to apply to colleges that they feel are 
most suited for them financially and intellectually (Manski & 
Wise, 1983). Low-income students are less likely to attend 
selective institutions and more likely to attend two-year 
colleges (Hearn, 1984; Jackson, 1978). 
The way students seek, gather and understand information 
about higher education and the process of obtaining financial aid 
might be very different for different types of students. The 
school climate, parents, teachers, and guidance counselors 
influence differences in information gathering. Understanding how 
students seek, gather, and make sense of the process of obtaining 
aid is important, because financial aid seems to play.a major 
role in the college choice process as students make decisions 
about if, and where they can attend college, based on their 
expectations of financial aid. According to Gladieux (1986) and 
% 
% 
King (1996) most families need some sort of student aid to help 
them finance a college education. Campus leaders interested in 
expanding access for low-income students might find this study 
very interesting. 
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The Need for Financial Aid 
The purpose of financial aid is to help students who could 
not otherwise afford to attend postsecondary institutions. Aid 
programs have three generally accepted goals: to enhance student 
access to, choice of, and retention in postsecondary education 
(Davis & Van Dusen, 1978). Student aid programs were established 
not only to provide access to college for most students, but also 
to provide broader choice so that students of modest means could 
attend the most costly, and prestigious institutions of higher 
education (Godzicki, 1975). 
Choice of college, in particular, is an important goal of 
financial aid programs. Choice of college is an important outcome 
of the aid process because student aid can either lower the cost 
of attendance through grants or make additional funds available 
to students through loans, allowing them to choose more costly 
institutions. A student might choose to attend a community 
college rather than a four-year school if financial aid is not 
available to lower the net cost of attendance. "If a financial 
aid policy does not allow for students to choose the more costly 
institutions, it does not provide equal opportunity" (Orfield, 
1992, p. 341). 
Beginning with the Morrill Acts, federal policy initiatives 
* 
have been crucial in expanding access to higher education for 
low-income students. The Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 
included a number of measures designed specifically to assist the 
poor. It enacted into law the principle that the federal 
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government should assume an important share of the responsibility 
for ensuring higher education opportunities for disadvantaged 
students. The HEA "embodied the first explicit federal commitment 
to equalizing college opportunities for needy students" (Gladieux 
& Hauptman, 1995, p. 15). The HEA also tied economic progress for 
the poor directly to college attendance. According to Levine and 
Nidiffer (1996), the Act established the principle that a college 
education was a way of breaking the poverty cycle by providing 
social mobility. 
With the goal of helping the poor, the HEA established 
support programs such as the Upward Bound and Talent Search 
programs. The basic mission of these programs was to identify 
capable but poorly prepared students and provide them with 
special instruction, summer programs on college campuses, and 
help in applying for .college (Orfield, 1992) . Upward Bound and 
Talent Search programs also addressed concerns from the federal 
government that even if financial aid programs were available, 
students would need information and timely enrollment in high 
school courses required for admission. Upward Bound and Talent 
Search programs nowadays serve mostly students who are both low- 
income and first-generation, college-bound students. The programs 
provide participants with information about obtaining financial 
aid as part of their preparation for college. These programs, 
however, serve only a small fraction of low-income students. In 
fiscal year 1990 the level of support for these programs barely 
reach 20% of the eligible and needy population (Gladieux, 1991). 
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The Higher Education Act also established the first of the 
federal grant programs: the Educational Opportunity Grant (EOG) 
Program, a type of scholarship designed for the neediest 
students. The program offered student assistance that did not 
have to be repaid or earned through work. The Act also 
established the Guaranteed Student Loan (GSL) Program to expand 
access for middle-income students. 
With the adoption of the 1972 education amendment, the 
federal government's major policy objective in the finance of 
higher education became the equalization of educational 
opportunities for students through need-tested grants (Mortenson, 
1987). The most notable program for equalizing educational 
opportunities was the creation of the Basic Educational 
Opportunity Grant Program (BEOG) , now called the Pell Grant 
program, which gave aid directly to needy students. The BEOG 
program was important for low-income students because it 
implemented the belief that "the education of needy students is 
an important societal investment and that needy students are 
entitled to educational opportunities simply by virtue of their 
citizenship and desire to receive education" (Davis & Van Dusen, 
1978, p. 56). 
The Pell Grant program was intended to serve as the "floor" 
of a student's financial aid package. Pell grants were designed 
to provide students with a minimum level of resources to assure 
access to higher education. Financial assistance from campus- 
based and state programs could be added to the Pell grant up to 
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the limit of the student s need. "In twenty years, Pell grants 
have grown from a fledging program unable to spend an initial $50 
million appropriation on just full-time freshmen to one that 
strained its $6 billion annual appropriation in the early 1990s" 
(Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995, p. 72). Pell grants became the 
principal form of federal student aid, surpassing the combined 
assistance available through the GI Bill and Supplemental 
Educational Opportunity Grants. 
It has been argued that amendments made to the HEA in 1978 
shifted the commitment of the federal government from opening 
access to higher education for low-income students to that of 
middle-and upper-middle-income families (Gladieux & Hauptman, 
1995; Orfield, 1992). "The antipoverty origins of the 1960s 
legislation have faded into history as eligibility for federal 
student aid has been extended up the economic ladder" (Gladieux & 
Hauptman, 1995, p. 24). Responding to the middle-income squeeze 
in financing college costs. Congress passed the Middle Income 
Student Assistance Act in 1978. The Act expanded eligibility for 
Pell grants to include students from middle-and upper-middle- 
income families. Congress raised the Pell Grant income limit to 
$42,000 and excluded the value of homes for middle-class families 
in determining ability to finance college costs. According to 
% 
Gladieux (1986) and Gladieux and Hauptman (1995) eligibility was 
expanded mainly to enhance the continued political viability of 
the program by helping moderate-income students. 
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During the 1960s and early 1970s, student aid policies 
opened access for low-income students particularly through the 
provision of grants. By the late 1970s, however, the federal 
commitment shifted from opening access for low-income students to 
that of middle-income students (Godzicki, 1975). Expanded 
eligibility of federal student aid programs to include middle-and 
upper-middle-income families have affected the amount, and type, 
of financial aid available to the poorest student. On the one 
hand, the broadening of eligibility has popularized programs for 
the middle class while strengthening their political support. On 
the other, it has "diluted the federal emphasis on subsidies for 
low-income students and led to the predominance of loans in the 
mix of available aid" (Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995, p.25). 
The broadening of eligibility, however, did not increase 
the total amount of money allocated to the Pell Grant program, 
thus, reducing individual awards. According to Gladieux and 
Hauptman (1995), without significant increases in the current 
program eligibility and award amounts. Pell grants are unlikely 
to continue to achieve the goal of increasing the college 
participation and completion rates of economically disadvantaged 
students. 
During the 1980s, legislation expanded student eligibility 
% 
criteria and increased annual and aggregate maximum award limits. 
A new program was created. Parent Loans for Undergraduate 
Students (PLUS). This program provided parents with low-interest 
loans not based on financial need. During the 1987 
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reauthorization, Congress created a federally mandated formula 
for campus-based and loan programs. 
The 1992 reauthorization completely federalized the needs 
analysis by establishing a single formula for calculating family 
contribution for federal Pell grants, campus-based programs, and 
loans. Institutions, however, continue to be responsible for 
reviewing and changing the federal calculation to make it more 
closely reflect the family's current circumstance (Linsley, 
1997). In 1992 Congress cut Pell grant costs by reducing by 
almost 20% the maximum taxable income that an independent Pell 
recipient with no children could earn before losing eligibility. 
This was accomplished mainly by increasing the percentage of 
income a student was expected to contribute. Single, independent 
students with incomes over approximately $8,000 were eliminated 
from Pell grants in 1992. "Each change caused students who had 
been counting on the assistance of a Pell grant to find 
themselves suddenly without these resources" (Linsley, 1997, p. 
16). The 1992 reauthorization also increased student eligibility 
by excluding the equity from the family's first home or family 
farm from the calculation of need. 
The funding of student aid programs has gradually evolved 
into a partnership between states and the federal government. 
% 
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This type of partnership has been considered "appropriate not 
only because of shared responsibilities for funding aid programs 
and educating students, but because of shared interests in the 
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goals of financial aid programs and their product, that is, a 
trained, educated, and skilled citizenry" (Davis & Van Dusen, 
1978, p. 92). 
Under the United States Constitution, it is the 
responsibility of the states to provide for the education of 
their citizens (Davis & Van Dusen, 1978). The states exercise 
this responsibility by appropriating funds to establish and 
operate institutions and support financial aid programs, which 
help students pay for the costs of an education. Low tuition at 
public institutions has traditionally been considered a form of 
subsidy to students. The charging of modest tuitions at public 
institutions has allowed higher education to exist as a public 
service to society (Boyd, 1975). 
Institutional aid is also awarded in conjunction with 
federal and state aid. Two types of aid programs have been widely 
used by higher education institutions: loans and scholarships. 
Institutional loans are made from restricted college fund 
accounts and might be short-term (mainly for emergencies and 
payable in 90 days) or long-term, which are usually payable when 
the student leaves the institution. Institutional scholarships, 
on the other hand, are tuition waivers or monetary awards from 
the institution. Scholarships are awarded to students after they 
% 
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have met very specific eligibility criteria, depending on the 
type of students a particular institution wants to attract. 
Most institutions, particularly prestigious ones, tend to 
target students with high grade point averages and high-test 
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scores by offering them "merit" scholarships. Merit scholarship 
programs, not surprisingly, have tended to reward mostly high- 
income students, since there is a strong correlation between 
family income, attendance to selective high schools, and high 
test scores (Orfield, 1992). Merit scholarship programs by 
themselves have not attracted many low-income students. This is 
mainly because the students usually attend under-achieving, less 
competitive high schools. Some low-income students, of course, 
are exceptions to this rule. Some become high-achievers under 
impoverished circumstances and, eventually, benefit from merit 
scholarships. 
A college education is far from affordable as tuition 
continues to increase. Increases in tuition directly influence 
students' eligibility for federal programs. This occurs because, 
under the need-based equation, whenever an institution increases 
its charges, it may increase how many students are eligible for 
federal assistance (Boyd, 1975; Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995) . 
Eligibility under most federal programs is determined by the 
student's need, defined as the difference between the cost of 
attendance and what the student's family can be expected to 
contribute. Through the need-based aid system, federal policies 
have influenced tuition, fees, and other charges set by 
* 
institutions. This relationship is detrimental because it might 
encourage institutions of higher education to continue raising 
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the cost of attendance. It would then be expected that the impact 
of price hikes be cushioned by federal aid (Gladieux & Hauptman, 
1995). 
Low-income students, for the most part, look for less 
expensive institutions in an effort to counteract rising tuition 
costs because they are generally less able and willing than 
middle-income students to borrow money to finance a college 
education. Orfield (1992) indicates that the reason why low- 
income students are hesitant about borrowing money is because 
they are less likely to think they can repay the student loans. 
According to Baum (1996), one of the reasons for this hesitation 
is their fear of debt and the immediate necessity of contributing 
to the support of their families. It is not surprising that the 
current structure of loans "does not serve the best interests of 
needy and disadvantaged students as it boosters [promotes] 
increasing reliance on loans" (Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995, p. 13) . 
According to Mortenson (1988), attitudes towards borrowing 
differ among groups. He reports that 78% of Americans agree that 
financing an education is an acceptable reason for a loan. Some 
groups, however, are less willing to borrow money, among them 
women, laborers, the less educated, the poor, and Hispanics 
(Hearn, 1998; Mortenson, 1988). 
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Even with differing borrowing attitudes, the student loan 
program has continued to grow. Currently, student loans 
constitute the fourth largest sector of consumer debt, after home 
mortgages, automobile loans, and credit card obligations (Fossey, 
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1998). Even when loan borrowing has increased dramatically, the 
long-term economic benefits of a college education continues to 
far outweigh the burden of paying off student loans (Baum, 1996; 
King, 1996). The majority of students receive a significantly 
high enough return on their investment in higher education that 
student loan debt becomes a manageable burden. Because 
individuals with a bachelor's degree can earn up to 83% more than 
those with a high school diploma, student loan debt payments 
"will still leave room for a high standard of living than would 
have been available without higher education" (Baum, 1996, p. 
32) . 
Has Financial Aid "Worked" in Expanding Access? 
The explicit goal of need-based student aid is to remove 
financial barriers that could prevent individuals from enrolling 
in college, unduly restrict their choice of institution, or bring 
about their premature departure from college (Leslie & Brinkman, 
1993). To determine if financial aid programs have worked, there 
needs to be an examination of whether student aid has been 
effective in achieving the goals stated above and if so, to what 
extent. 
Tracking the results of student aid is fraught with 
complications, since enrollment in institutions of higher 
education is a function of many factors — academic aptitude, 
quality of prior schooling, family attitudes, motivation, and 
awareness of opportunities -- not just the ability to pay. 
(Gladieux, 1986, p. 12) 
Inability to pay for college costs, however, has hindered college 
attendance rates of students from low-income families. Most of 
the time, unable to finance a college education out of their own 
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pocket, these students tend not to enter higher education 
altogether. If they do enter higher education, they are more 
likely to enroll at low-cost institutions (Hearn, 1984; Levine & 
Nidiffer, 1996) . 
Determining the actual effects of student aid is very 
difficult. One common approach used to measure the impact of 
student aid has been to ask a group of students how they 
perceived, if at all, that impact on their own attendance 
decisions. 
Unfortunately, there is a good chance that these impressions of 
the effects of student aid will be biased . . . Students have an 
obvious interest in keeping their cost of attendance as low as 
possible, and they are likely to be prone to exaggerating the 
effects of financial factors. (Leslie & Brinkman, 1993, p. 137) 
Another approach is to look at higher education 
participation rates. Often, this approach is used to assess 
public policy initiatives. "If participation rates and student 
aid amounts move in the same direction, then one has prima facie 
evidence that the student aid initiative is working" (Leslie & 
Brinkman, 1993, p. 137). Leslie and Brinkman (1993) also argue 
that this approach is the most seriously flawed. When analyzing 
participation rates, it is impossible to determine how external 
variables such as military draft policies or increases in the 
level of unemployment, influenced attendance. However, even when 
this approach has serious flaws, it is widely used for examining 
the effects of student aid. 
Comparing attendance rates over time indicates that student 
aid programs have been successful in expanding access to higher 
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education. Student aid programs, in particular federal programs, 
have influenced the remarkable growth in college attendance and 
educational attainment by Americans. 
In 1940, American colleges and universities enrollments totaled 
1.5 million. A decade later, with the postwar influx of GI Bill 
beneficiaries, enrollments had increased by 60% to 2.4 million. 
When the Higher Education Act passed in 1965, enrollments had 
doubled to nearly 6 million. (Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995, p. 27) 
In the years immediately following the enactment of the 
Higher Education Act, enrollment of low-income students in 
college increased. Between 1965 and 1971, the proportion of 
freshmen students from families in the bottom quartile attending 
college nearly doubled from 12.4% to 22.4% (Levine & Nidiffer, 
1996). This dramatic increase was likely to be a direct result of 
the enactment of the Act with its many measures designed to 
assist the poor, ranging from support programs to subsidized 
student loans. Among these measures was the establishment of the 
first grant program, the Pell grant, designed for the neediest 
student. College enrollments, however, have roller-coasted since 
then. According to Levine and Nidiffer (1996), attendance rates 
of the poor have not been consistent; they dropped to 17.6% in 
1976, rose to 24.4% in 1981 and fell again to 23.2% in 1986. 
Access to higher education has been restricted primarily 
because expanded eligibility for Pell grants have reduced award 
% 
amounts available for the neediest student. Reduced award 
amounts, coupled with the declining purchasing power of Pell 
grants, have forced students to borrow money to finance a college 
education. Since low-income students are less able and willing to 
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borrow money to pay for college costs, entrance to institutions 
of higher education has been restricted for these students. 
Financial aid is important for decisions about whether to 
attend college and what college to attend. Because financial aid 
is a way of lowering the net price of college, it has been 
generally successful in allowing students to choose the most 
costly and elite institutions. 
Aid and Choice 
The relationship between financial aid awards and 
enrollment decisions has been widely studied. Most studies on 
financial aid have focused on the effectiveness of particular aid 
packages in promoting college enrollment (Cabrera, Nora, et al., 
1992; Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Hossler & Bean, 1990; Jackson, 
1982; Manski & Wise, 1983; Moore, et al., 1991; St. John, 1990). 
Some researchers (Jackson, 1982; Hossler & Bean, 1990) have found 
that relatively small amounts of financial aid, when used in 
conjunction with a comprehensive recruitment plan, can have a 
significant impact on student college choice decisions. Other 
studies (Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Moore, et al., 1991) have 
reported that it takes large financial aid awards to influence 
students' college choice decisions. 
Previous studies have largely ignored low-income students 
% 
college choice. Commonly used college choice models — Jackson 
(1982), Chapman (1984), Hanson and Litten (1982), and Hossler and 
Gallagher (1987) — have focused primarily on students with 
higher levels of cultural capital at home, and have tended to 
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neglect students whose parents have never attended college. Also, 
most studies on college choice (for example. Chapman, 1984; 
Hossler, et al., 1999) have been conducted with students from 
high-income families. McDonough (1997) has looked at low-income 
students, but not at financial aid and she neither proposed a 
specific model nor suggested specific revisions to existing 
models. Moreover, McDonough's work has focused on cultural 
capital and not on financial capital. St. John, Paulsen, and 
Starkey (1996) do the best job of articulating the important link 
between financial aid, college choice and even persistence. 
However, they used a national sample of college students that is 
comprised primarily of middle and upper income students. 
Various types of aid seem to affect students' enrollment 
decisions differently. St. John (1990) reports that all forms of 
financial aid — grants, work, and loans — were effective in 
promoting enrollment. Packages with work-study, in particular, 
were positively associated with persistence (St. John, Shouping, 
& Tuttle, 2000) . Tuition discount and the offering of 
scholarships have been found to positively affect enrollment 
decisions but not the offering of loans (Moore, et al., 1991). 
Low-income students, on the other hand, have been found to be 
more responsive to increases in grants than to increases in loans 
% 
or work-study awards (St. John, 1990). 
Low-income students consider college costs when deciding 
which institutions they would apply to and are less hopeful about 
getting financial aid (McDonough, 1997) . The offering of 
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fin3.nci3.I- aid to low income students, however, lies positive 
effects on their decisions to enroll in college (Ginsburg & 
Mclaughlin, 1991; Jackson, 1978; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993). How 
and where costs considerations come into play in the college 
selection process tend to vary for students from high and low 
socioeconomic status backgrounds. According to McDonough (1997) 
and Hossler, et al. (1999) students from high socioeconomic 
backgrounds defer the issue of college costs and financial aid to 
their parents, assuming they would handle the expenses. Students 
from low socioeconomic backgrounds, on the other hand, consider 
the cost of college to be their responsibility and not the 
responsibility of their parents (McDonough, 1997). Parents, 
however, are likely not to know much about what it will cost to 
send their children to college (Mulugetta, Saleh, & Mulugetta, 
1997). 
Aid and Persistence 
Separate lines of research have been developed to examine 
college choice decisions (Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989; 
Paulsen, 1990) and persistence (Bean, 1990; Cabrera, Castaneda, 
Nora, and Hengstler, 1992). Some researchers (Cabrera, Castaneda, 
et al., 1992; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; St. John, 1990; St. John, 
Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996) however, have examined the relationship 
% 
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between college choice decisions and students' commitment to 
graduating from a particular school and found that finances have 
influenced both choice and persistence behaviors. Finances such 
as costs and financial aid are important when considering 
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expected benefits. Students' choices to attend a penticuleir 
college form an implicit contract between the students and 
institutions based on expected benefits and costs — academic, 
social, and financial — associated with their attendance" 
(Paulsen & St. John, 1997, p. 67). 
Paulsen and St. John (1997), introducing the concept of 
financial nexus between college choice and persistence, found 
that financial aid awards could have both direct and indirect 
effects on subsequent persistence decisions. "The makeup of the 
financial aid package and the perception of the adequacy of aid 
are important to the student's ability to persist" (Linsley, 
1997, p. 19). According to Paulsen and St. John (1997), students' 
expectations about the collegiate experience, formed during the 
college choice process, influence their commitment to graduate 
from the school in which they had enrolled. Braxton, Vesper, and 
Hossler (1995) also found that when these expectations were met, 
the students were more likely to be committed to graduating from 
the school in which they had enrolled. This means, for example, 
that students' persistence to finish school would likely depend 
on how well the financial aid package meets their expectations 
after enrollment. 
The amount and type of aid offered by schools as part of 
« 
their aid packages is likely to change from one year to the next. 
According to Mulugetta, et al. (1997) some grant aid may not be 
given to students after their first year and may be replaced with 
some other form of financial aid, such as loans or work-study, 
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even when student or family situations have not changed. This is 
because formulas cannot measure a family's real ability to 
provide for their other needs and still contribute to the costs 
of education. When the institutional financial commitment 
changes, and aid packages do not meet students' expectations, 
students are forced to make judgments about whether their 
academic and social experiences are worth the price they must 
pay, not only in tuition and living costs but also in time 
required for work (Paulsen & St. John, 1997). 
Replacing grant money with loans has been found to 
negatively influence persistence. Cofer and Somers (2000) found 
that accumulated debt load was negatively associated with within- 
year persistence of four-year undergraduate students. The 
accumulated effect of yearly borrowing decreases the likelihood 
of continued enrollment. Reliance on student loans to finance 
college is most detrimental for students attending private 
schools. Students at high-cost private institutions pay more and 
borrow more. "Reliance on loans to finance undergraduate private 
education may produce detrimental effects on student retention as 
well as the job-seeking behavior of graduates" (Mulugetta, et 
al., 1997) . 
Although aid packages containing grants have been found to 
% 
be more effective in attracting low-income students, all forms of 
financial aid were somewhat effective in promoting enrollment for 
these students. The fact that receiving financial aid positively 
influences persistence can have serious implications for the 
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packaging of financial aid particularly for low-income students. 
Low-income students, for example, are likely to drop out of 
school when even small amounts of aid could have enticed them to 
stay in school (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). According to Levine and 
Nidiffer (1996), students who dropped out did so for lack of 
small amounts of money such as car-fare to and from school. 
Fluctuations in the aid package for subsequent years can have 
serious implications for students' persistence, as students 
consider whether their academic and social experiences are worth 
the price they must pay. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of the study was to explore how low-income, 
first-generation college-bound students understood information 
about the process of obtaining financial aid as an integral part 
of the larger college choice process. While many studies have 
focused on how various amounts and types of financial aid affect 
choice decisions, less is known about how students understand and 
engage in the process of obtaining financial aid. Given the fact 
that low-income students are often the intended beneficiaries of 
financial aid programs, there is much to be learned about how 
students' understanding of the financial aid process influenced 
their college choice decisions. 
Financial aid plays a major role in college choice 
decisions as students make decisions about if and where they can 
attend college. In fact, existing research (Levine & Nidiffer, 
1996) has shown that aid does have positive effects on decisions 
of lower income students to enroll in college. Low-income 
students, however, continue to enroll in college at lower rates 
than do students from middle-and upper-income families (Frances & 
Morning; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Macy, 2000; Outtz, 1995). 
Research has indicated that one reason for this is that poor 
students and their families often know less about financial aid 
and college costs than do other students (Dixon, 1988; Jackson, 
1978; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993). Most studies on the impact of 
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financial aid on students' college choice decisions have been 
conducted with students from high socioeconomic status (Chapman, 
1984; Hossler, et al., 1999). This study provides important 
information because it explored how low-income students engage in 
the process of preparing for college and obtaining financial aid. 
Methods 
This study is less concerned with the specific college 
choices than with understanding the process that the students 
went through in choosing a college to attend and obtaining 
financial aid. A qualitative research design was most appropriate 
for this study, given the need to understand the financial aid 
process from the students' perspectives. Qualitative methods are 
useful to uncover and understand what lies behind any phenomenon 
about which little is yet known (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This 
was appropriate for the study, given the fact that most studies 
on the impact of financial aid on students' college choice 
decisions have been conducted with students from upper-income 
families. Little is known about how financial aid impacts college 
choice decisions of low-income students. 
The qualitative research method used in this study was the 
grounded theory approach. The main purpose of using the grounded 
theory method is to develop theory. Grounded theorists intend to 
construct theory from data itself rather than from preconceived 
logically deduced theoretical frameworks (Emerson, 1988; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), building 
theory, by its very nature, implies interpreting data, for the 
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data must be conceptualized and the concepts related to form a 
theoretical rendition of reality. A grounded theory is 
inductively derived from the phenomenon it represents. "It is 
discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through 
systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to 
that phenomenon" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 23). 
In the grounded theory approach, once a theory is 
generated, the researcher may use it to deduce where to collect 
data and what kinds of data to collect (Emerson, 1988). Data 
collection and analysis proceed simultaneously. Theory is 
generated in two main ways: through constant comparison of the 
data and the collection of additional data using theoretical 
sampling. "Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection 
for generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, 
codes, and analyzes his [or her] data and decides what data to 
collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his [or 
her] theory as it emerges" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 45). 
Theoretical sampling is an inductive technique aimed toward the 
development of the emerging theory (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). It also provides a way to check the scope as well 
as the depth of a category. 
Theory is also generated through constant comparison of 
the data. The purpose of the constant comparative method is to 
generate theory more systematically by using explicit coding and 
analytic procedures (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This method is to 
be used jointly with theoretical sampling. The constant 
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comparative method is 'designed to allow, with discipline, for 
some of the vagueness and flexibility that aid the creative 
generation of theory" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 103). The 
method is divided in four stages: (1) comparing incidents 
applicable to each category, (2) integrating categories and their 
properties, (3) delimiting the theory, and (4) writing the 
theory. 
A feature of qualitative research and the grounded theory 
approach is an exquisite sensitivity to personal biography where 
the researcher's unique perspective is valued as a source of 
understanding (Glaser, 1978; Rossman & Rallis, 1997; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990). To discover theory in data, the researcher must 
possess theoretical sensitivity. Theoretical sensitivity refers 
to "the ability to give meaning to data, the capacity to 
understand, and the capacity to separate the pertinent from what 
isn't" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 42). Personal experience 
represents a source of theoretical sensitivity. The data that a 
qualitative researcher collects are to be filtered through their 
own unique ways of seeing the world. This can be positive for 
researchers when analyzing the data only if personal biases do 
not taint the analysis and, consequently, the results. Marshall 
and Rossman (1995) recommend several things a researcher can do 
* 
for balancing bias in interpretation: gain understanding of the 
participants in order to enter their worlds, let someone 
critically question the data analysis, and check and recheck the 
data. In order to minimize potential biases that I might have 
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confronted as an employee of an institution of higher education 
where some of the participants were planning to attend, I 
introduced myself to participants as a graduate student. Although 
I am both, a graduate student and an employee, I did not fully 
disclose my relationship with the University. I believed that 
awareness of my job might have made participants self-conscious 
and encouraged them to ask questions about the institution, 
admissions or financial aid processes. 
As a qualitative researcher, I began the study with 
assumptions based on personal experiences. These assumptions 
later shaped the scope and purpose of the study. Several 
assumptions drew my attention to the study: (1) Information about 
financial aid programs is not readily available to most students 
at their high schools; (2) Parents and guidance counselors have a 
strong impact on students' predispositions to go to college; (3) 
Students would not be able to attend college without financial 
aid assistance; 4) Guidance counselors see the process of 
applying to college and that of applying for financial aid as 
distinct processes irrelevant one to each other; (5)A student's 
cultural capital affects the level and quality of the education 
he or she intends to acquire; (6) Students' educational 
aspirations develop differently and will vary across 
socioeconomic groups and school contexts; (7) Some high schools, 
particularly those with strong college preparatory programs, 
emphasize the idea of attending college more than others. The 
assumptions were grounded either on my experience as a low- 
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income, first-generation college student or on my professional 
experience working for several years in the areas of college 
recruitment, admissions, and financial aid at a four-year 
institution. 
This study built on Bourdieu's theoretical framework and 
explored how access to material and cultural capital affected the 
level and quality of the education a student intended to acquire. 
Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital covers a wide variety of 
resources, including such things as verbal facility, general 
cultural awareness, aesthetic preferences, information about the 
school system, and educational credentials (Swartz, 1997). 
According to Bourdieu, class differences in cultural capital 
affect educational attainment. School success is better explained 
by the amount and type of cultural capital inherited from the 
family milieu than by measures of individual talent or 
achievement (Swartz, 1997). Cultural capital affects students' 
educational aspirations, and consequently, their college choice 
decisions. 
The main purpose for using the grounded theory method was 
to develop theory. To facilitate the development of theory the 
research questions framing the study allowed for flexibility to 
explore the phenomenon in depth. Various research questions were 
explored in this study: 
• (1) How do students find out about financial aid and how 
to apply? 
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• (2) What aspects of the financial aid process are either 
well or poorly understood by students? 
• (3) Do students understand the same information about 
financial aid in different ways? 
• (4) In what ways does the financial aid process influence 
college choices? 
The Schools 
The schools selected for the study were Lambert Regional 
High School and Melfield High School of Science & Technology. The 
names of the schools and the names of the participants have been 
changed to protect their identity. Lambert High is a regional 
school serving three nearby towns. It is located in a mid-size 
college town a few blocks away from a state university and a 
highly selective liberal arts college. 
Melfield High School of Science & Technology is a suburban 
school and one of four high schools in the city of Melfield. The 
city of Melfield, 27 miles south of Lambert, is home to several 
small private colleges and two public, two-year schools. 
The schools differed from each other, and three 
characteristics, in particular, presented the greatest contrast 
between the two schools: the ethnic backgrounds of the student 
population, students' four-year college plans, and the number of 
students participating in the free or reduced-price lunch program 
(see Table 3.1). Participation in the free or reduced-price lunch 
program is a proxy for low SES. These characteristics, among 
others, along with the different schools' climates, affected 
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students' college choice decisions (McDonough, 1997). The school 
climate is defined as the environment, the general feeling or 
mood existing at the school, which either encourages or 
discourages college attendance. 
At Melfield High School 66% of the students were students 
of color and almost 57% of the students participated in the free 
or reduced-price lunch program. Forty-two percent (42.2%) of the 
seniors had plans to attend a four-year institution. At Lambert 
Regional High School, 25% of the students were students of color, 
and 74% of the seniors had plans to attend a four-year 
institution. Twelve percent (12%) of the students at Lambert 
Regional participated in the free or reduced-price lunch program. 
Table 3.1 
Schools Organizational Comparisons 
School Enrollment 
Students 
of color 
Limited 
English 
Four-year 
plans 
Two-year 
plans 
Free or 
reduced 
price 
lunch 
Melfield 
Sci & Tech 1,510 66% 7.1% 42.2% 42.2% 56.7% 
Lambert 
Regional 1,365 25.6% 2.2% 74.5% 18.3% 12.5% 
Source: Massachusetts Department of Education, 2000-2001 
As noted in detail in chapter 4, Lambert and Melfield high 
schools had different structural arrangements affecting the 
* 
operation of the college advising process. At Lambert, a college 
advisor (Ms. Rice) devoted 100% of her counseling efforts to help 
students plan for and execute their college plans. Ms. Rice has 
been Lambert's college advisor for the past 13 years. At Melfield 
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High, on the other hand, a guidance counselor (Ms. Garza) devoted 
60% of her time to help students plan for and execute their 
college plans. This was Ms. Garza's first year advising seniors 
on college planning, although she has worked at Melfield High 
School for several years. 
A short profile of the school districts is presented below 
(Table 3.2). According to data from the Massachusetts Department 
of Education (2001), the Lambert-Phels school district (7-12 
grade) has one regional high school with an average expenditure 
per pupil of $7,539. Fourteen percent (14.1%) of Lambert's school 
district (Pre-K through grade 12) students were eligible to 
participate in the free or reduced-price lunch program. In 2001, 
82% of its seniors took the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). 
Melfield's school district, on the other hand, has four different 
high schools. The average expenditure per pupil in Melfield is 
$5,541. Over 66% of the students in the district were eligible to 
participate in the free or reduced-price lunch program. In 2001, 
51% of its seniors took the SAT. 
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Table 3.2 
School Districts Comparisons 
Expenditure per Free or reduced- 
District pupil price lunch SAT participation 
Lambert (Pre-K 
through grade 6) $6,248 26% N/A 
Lambert-Phels (7-12 
grade) $7,539 12.5% 82% 
Melfield (Pre-K $5,541 66.9% 51% 
through 12 grade) 
Source: Massachusetts Department of Education, 2000-2001 
The Participants 
Participants for the study were selected from two different 
schools, Lambert Regional High School and Melfield High School of 
Science & Technology. Four participants were selected from 
Lambert Regional High School and five from Melfield High School. 
The reason for selecting five students from Melfield High School 
was because there were five volunteers for the study instead of 
four. All five students were eager to participate in the study 
and I decided to interview all of them, not having a good reason 
to select one over the other. A guidance counselor at each high 
school selected the students interviewed. The students met the 
following criteria: (1) participation in the free or reduced- 
price lunch program at their school, and (2) being first- 
generation college-bound students (parents have not attended 
college). A guidance counselor from each high school was also 
interviewed as part of the study. 
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The four students who participated in the study from 
Lambert Regional High School are Danon, Savannah, Jackie, and 
Brian. Danon is an African American student originally from 
Boston. He was attending Lambert as a participant in the A Better 
Chance (ABC) Program. Danon explained the program was for 
students in inner cities where schools were academically strong. 
You are recommended by teachers, you need to submit an 
application and attend a meeting with your mom ... I was given 
the choice of attending Lambert or Longermeadow, a public or a 
private school ... I visited Lambert High School and liked it. 
Danon is the oldest of three children. Danon's mom is a single 
mother and lives in Boston with two younger children. Savannah is 
of Korean descent and she is the first generation of her family 
born in the United States. She lives with her parents in Lambert 
and has two younger sisters. Jackie was born in the United 
States; her mother is French and her father is Colombian. Jackie 
is the second of four children and she lives with her mother. 
Brian is of Anglo descent and is the oldest of three children. He 
lives with his mom, who is a single mother. 
The other five participants in the study from Melfield High 
School are Victoria, Ellie, Robert, Sarani, and Michael. Victoria 
is of Puerto Rican descent, and she has been living in the United 
States for the past four years. She lives with her mother and is 
the oldest of three children. Ellie was born in China and lived 
most of her life in Hong Kong. She has been in the United States 
for four years. She lives with her parents, an older brother and 
her sister-in-law. Robert is of Puerto Rican descent, and he has 
been living in the United States for nine years. He lives with 
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his mother, two older brothers, and one younger sister. Michael 
is of Anglo descent and lives with his parents in Melfield. He 
has an older brother and a younger sister. Sarani was born in 
Ghana, Africa, and she came to the United States two years ago. 
She lives with her parents, two older brothers, and one younger 
sister. 
The Protocol 
The students were interviewed at multiple points in time 
during their senior year in high school. The interviews took 
place between December 2001 and late-April 2002. The interview 
schedule in Appendix A tracked students through the different 
stages in deciding which college to attend, if any, from inquiry 
stage to application to acceptance stage to enrollment. 
"In-depth interviewing is the hallmark of qualitative 
research" (Rossman & Rallis, 1997, p. 169). There are three types 
of interviews: informal conversational interviews, the interview 
guide approach, and standardized open-ended interviews (Seidman, 
1991) . This study used the interview guide approach. According to 
Rubin and Rubin (1995), an interview guide is prepared to make 
sure that essentially the same information is obtained from a 
number of people covering the same material. This type of 
interview was most appropriate because there were specific topics 
I wanted to cover during the interviews while remaining open to 
any topic that participants might have mentioned. The interview 
guide, however, changed for each interview as adjustments were 
made to the protocol, depending on students' responses. The data 
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gathering process was modified based on the information gathered 
as each interview was analyzed. The interviews were entirely 
transcribed and analyzed before going on to the next interview. 
The interview questions were modified based on the analysis of 
the data. 
Qualitative interviewing is a philosophy in which 
understanding is achieved by encouraging people to describe their 
world in their own terms (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). The emic, or 
participants' perspective, was essential for the study because 
the study sought to inform, from the perspective of the 
participants, how students made sense of the process of obtaining 
financial aid as a source of influence on their college choice 
decisions. Personal stories were the most accurate and vivid way 
of portraying the emic perspective of the participants, because 
every experience was different by itself and participants 
perceived it differently. As a subjective researcher I understood 
that there were multiple interpretations of reality and that they 
were formed through personal experiences. This was the framework 
used when analyzing the data. 
The interviews were tape-recorded to facilitate analysis of 
the data. The use of the tape recorder was important because 
direct transcripts from tapes are necessary for the richness of 
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the study. Tapes are especially useful to capture quotes 
accurately while attending to the conversation (Patton, 1987; 
Rossman & Rallis, 1997). "There is no substitute for transcribing 
interviews: it familiarizes you with the data, provides leads for 
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further data gathering, provokes insights, and stimulates 
analytic thinking" (Rossman & Rallis, 1997, p. 237). 
"Interviewing involves a relationship between the 
interviewer and interviewee that imposes obligations on both 
sides" (Rossman & Rallis, 1997, p. 201). One obligation to the 
participants is reassurances of confidentiality and anonymity. 
According to Rubin and Rubin (1995), a researcher must protect 
his or her interviewees from harm that might result from the 
study. The participants in this study received a pseudonym to 
identify them when discussing the interviews and analyzing the 
data. The pseudonym also prevented participants from recognizing 
each other. The names of the colleges the students considered 
were also changed. 
Because this was an emergent interview design, adjustments 
to the protocol were made depending on students' responses (see 
Appendix B for interview questions). The first interview took 
place between December and January. In this first interview, I 
prompted each student to talk about the reasons for wanting to go 
to college, aspirations, fears, academic preparations., sources of 
support, and the process of searching for college to apply to. 
The topic of financial aid was not mentioned during the first 
interview. According to Rossman and Rallis (1997), the 
t 
qualitative researcher may choose not to disclose fully his or 
her specific focus when he or she believes that awareness of the 
details might make the participants particularly self-conscious. 
This concept was important for the study because the goal was to 
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find out how students understood and made sense of the process of 
obtaining financial aid as a source of influence on their college 
choice decisions. It was my belief that implicit mentioning of 
"financial aid" during the first interview would have make the 
participants aware of the process itself, which might have not 
happened otherwise. One aspect of the study was to find out how 
the students sought, gathered, and processed information about 
financial aid, including sending in the FAFSA for processing. If 
I as the researcher would have provided this type of information 
or implied about the existence of financial aid, the process of 
information gathering might have become tainted. 
The second interview took place in March and I prompted the 
students to talk about how they were planning to pay for college, 
how and when they found out about the process of financial aid 
and how to apply, sources of support, and knowledge, or lack 
thereof, of different types of aid. The interview focused on the 
process of seeking and gathering information about the process of 
obtaining financial aid. Because March 1 is the deadline to apply 
for most student aid programs, for this interview I assumed that 
the students have either filed for financial aid or missed the 
deadline. 
The third and final interview with the students took place 
* 
* 
in April. This final interview sought to find out, in what ways, 
if at all, the financial aid package influenced students' college 
choices. In this last interview I prompted the students to talk 
about how they decided which college to attend, whether the 
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school was the first choice or not, sources of influence, the 
process of applying for aid, satisfaction with financial aid 
packages, and the role of financial aid packages in enrollment 
decisions. 
Data from students' interviews were supplemented by 
interviews with a guidance counselor from each of the two 
selected high schools. Interviews with guidance counselors took 
place in January. The goal of these interviews was to explore 
guidance counselors' level of involvement in students' college 
choice decisions, including the process of obtaining financial 
aid. 
Data Analysis 
Data in this study were analyzed using the constant 
comparative method of analysis. The purpose of using this type of 
data analysis was to generate theory more systematically by using 
explicit coding and analytic procedures. The constant comparative 
method was used jointly with theoretical sampling. 
Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for 
generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, 
and analyzes his data and decides what data to collect next and 
where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it merges. 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 103) 
In theoretical sampling, the sampling is aimed towards the 
development of the emerging theory (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967) . The constant -comparative method is not designed 
to guarantee that two analysts working independently with the 
same data will achieve the same results. The method is designed 
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to allow for some of the vagueness and flexibility that aid the 
creative generation of theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
In discovering theory, one generates conceptual categories 
from evidence. The evidence might not be accurate but the concept 
is still relevant to the area of study (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
Accuracy is not as important as establishing the structural 
boundaries of a fact. Conceptualizing the data is the first step 
in grounded theory analysis. The process begins by looking at the 
data for patterns so that a pattern of many similar incidents 
could be given a conceptual name as category. The category is 
then analyzed and given particular properties. Both categories 
and properties are concepts indicated by the data, not the data 
itself. There were two kinds of categories and properties used in 
the analysis of this study, the ones I constructed myself and the 
ones that were abstracted from the language of the research 
itself. The theory began developing as different categories and 
their properties became integrated through constant comparison. 
One way I approached the process of open coding was by 
analyzing the first interview with a line-by-line analysis. This 
was important because the generation of categories early through 
line-by-line analysis let me know what to focus on during the 
next interview. When conceptualizing the data by taking apart 
sentences and observations, several categories emerged: college 
costs, active preparation, sources of support, information¬ 
gathering sources, and computer usage among others. The college 
cost category, in particular, was important for this study and 
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prompted the need to ask new questions to elicit additional 
information. For example, the students mentioned they were 
planning to pay college with financial aid. Because these 
students were expecting to receive financial aid, I wanted to 
know what they thought made them eligible to receive aid. A new 
question was added to the protocol to elicit this type of 
information. Similar questions were added to the protocol to 
elicit information about other aspects of college cost, such as 
how it affected students' behaviors when searching for colleges. 
The themes and patterns of findings revealed by the data in this 
study were consistent with other studies' findings regarding 
behaviors exhibited by high school students as they go through 
the college choice process. These themes and patterns of findings 
are discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
This section provides a description of how nine low-income, 
first-generation, college-bound high school students sought, 
gathered and understood information about the process of 
obtaining financial aid as an integral part of the larger college 
choice process. This study is less concerned with the specific 
college choices than with understanding the process the students 
went through in obtaining financial aid and in choosing a college 
to attend. Initially the study focused on the process of 
obtaining financial aid; however, the emphasis shifted to the 
role of financial aid in the larger college choice process as the 
students perceived these two processes to intertwine. 
The type of research presented in this study is important 
because low-income students enroll in college at lower rates than 
do students from middle-and-upper income families (Frances & 
Morning, 1993; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Macy, 2000; Outtz, 1995). 
When they do enter college, low-income students are more likely 
to enroll at low-cost, non-prestigious institutions such as 
community colleges (Frances & Morning, 1993; Hearn, 1984; Karabel 
& Astin, 1975; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996) . Low-income students also 
tend to know less about financial aid processes and college costs 
than do their middle-and-upper income peers, even when financial 
aid has been found to positively influence college attendance 
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rates of these types of students (Dixon, 1988; Jackson, 1978; 
Leslie & Brinkman, 1993; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Macy, 2000). 
First-generation college-bound students are, generally, less 
likely to enlist the help of their parents when searching for 
colleges to apply to and when applying for financial aid 
(McDonough, 1997). Understanding these processes is important 
because most studies on college choice have been conducted with 
students from middle-and-high income families (Chapman, 1984; 
Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Hossler, et al., 1999). As a result, 
there is much to be learned about how low-income, first- 
generation college-bound students make sense of the process of 
obtaining financial aid as an integral part of the larger college 
choice process. 
As noted in chapter 3, students in this study were selected 
from two different schools, Lambert Regional High School and 
Melfield High School of Science & Technology (see Table 4.1). 
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Table 4.1 
Organizational Overview 
Lambert Melfield 
Enrollment 
(grade 9-12) 
1,365 1,510 
Students of Color (%) 25.6 66 
Participants 
Free/Reduced Lunch 
Program (%) 12.5 56.7 
Number of Seniors 299 351 
College Plans (%) 
Four-Year Plans 74.5 42.2 
Two-Year Plans 18.3 42.2 
Number of Counselors 
for College Planning 
1 1 
Time Spent in College 
Planning (per student) 
2 hours 40 minutes 
Sources: Massachusetts Department of Education, 2000-2001 and interviews 
Melfield High School has a much higher number of students 
participating in the free or reduced-price lunch program. Over 
50% of the students attending Melfield High come from low-income 
backgrounds which make them eligible to participate in the free 
or reduced-price lunch program at the school. On the other hand, 
only 12% of the students attending Lambert come from low-income 
% 
backgrounds and are eligible to participate in this type of 
program. Melfield's 1:351 counselor-to-student ratio is higher 
than the nationwide average of 1:323 for public schools 
(McDonough, 1997) while Lambert's 1:299 is lower than the 
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average. Based on data from interviews, the minimum amount of 
time the counselor at Lambert spend with each senior for college 
planning purposes is 2 hours, while at Melfield High the minimum 
is 40 minutes. 
After parents, schools are the most influential socializing 
agent for students (McDonough, 1997). Where one goes to secondary 
school influences one's aspirations and might be an important 
factor in whether or how one pursues an education after high 
school. Some schools emphasize college attendance more than 
others through their academic expectations, college counseling 
programs, availability of resources and general curricula. The 
climate of expectations at each school, usually reflected in 
curricular options and counselors' and teachers' expectations, 
influences students' performance, and consequently, their plans 
and aspirations (McDonough, 1997). 
Building upon Bourdieu's (1977) concept of habitus, 
McDonough (1997) argues that each school offers a distinct 
habitus in which the college choice decision-making process 
occurs. The school habitus tends to either discourage or 
encourage the pursuit of a college education. The students in 
this study shared a common habitus based on their experiences as 
low-income, first-generation college-bound students. The school 
habitus also influenced these experiences and beliefs. When 
choosing a college, a student's decision-making process is 
affected by the normative expectations that exist among the 
students, parents and teachers of a high school (McDonough, 
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1997). One way schools' normative expectations might influence 
individual students is by limiting the search process, by either 
highlighting or downplaying specific options. 
Lambert High School is located in a mid-size college town a 
few blocks away from State U, a state university. The town is 
also home to two highly selective liberal arts colleges. All 
academic courses at Lambert are college preparatory and fulfill 
college prerequisites. Lambert operates on a trimester system. 
Students at Lambert have study hall periods which they can use to 
do homework in the library or use the computer lab. Students may 
enroll in courses at local colleges to pursue advanced study. 
Four of the students who participated in this study attended 
Lambert High School, and they are Danon, Savannah, Jackie, and 
Brian. 
Lambert has four guidance counselors working exclusively 
with students in the 11th and 12th grade, in addition to a college 
advisor. The sole responsibility of the college advisor is to 
assist Lambert students in planning for and executing their 
college search process. Ms. Rice has been Lambert's college 
advisor for the past 13 years. 
Melfield High School of Science and Technology is a 
suburban school located 27 miles south of Lambert. The city of 
Melfield is home to several small private colleges and two 
public, two-year schools. All academic courses at Melfield are 
college preparatory, and fulfill college prerequisites. Melfield 
operates on a semester system and offers a block schedule where 
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students take four courses daily. The duration of each course is 
80 minutes. There are no study hall periods at Melfield. Five of 
the students participating in the study attended Melfield High 
School. They are Victoria, Ellie, Robert, Sarani, and Michael. 
Melfield High School has two guidance counselors working 
with students in the 11th grade, and one counselor working 
exclusively with 12th graders. Melfield, unlike Lambert, does not 
have a college advisor. One of the school counselors assists the 
students in planning for and executing their college search 
process on a rotating basis. Each year a different counselor is 
assigned to work with the seniors. Ms. Garza has advised the 
students currently in the senior class from the time they were in 
9th grade; however, this is the first year she assisted students 
with the college search process. 
As noted in chapter 3, I employed constant comparative data 
analysis. When using this analytical method, data collection and 
analysis proceed simultaneously. I modified the data gathering 
process for this study based on the information gathered as each 
interview was analyzed. The participants were interviewed at 
multiple points in time during their senior year in high school. 
The interview schedule (see Appendix A) tracked students through 
the different stages of the college search process, from aspiring 
to college to choosing a college to attend. The themes and 
patterns of findings were organized in three major categories or 
stages depicting the college search process for each student in 
the study. The three stages are: 1) Developing a predisposition 
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towards college, 2) Searching for colleges, and 3) Making choices 
about college. For example, key themes that emerged from the 
first interview were: aspiring to and deciding to attend college; 
students' aspirations; parents, counselors, teachers and friends 
as sources of influence; and finding about and completing college 
prerequisites. Key themes emerging from the second and third 
interviews were: school counselors, on-line searches, and college 
visits as information-gathering sources; cost and geographic 
locations as reasons for excluding institutions; and the role of 
financial aid in choosing a college. The data lead to the 
development of a simplified model of the college choice process 
focusing on the non-traditional, low-income, first-generation 
college applicant to account for the experiences of the students 
participating in this study. 
A guidance counselor from each of the two selected schools 
was also interviewed. Key themes identified in the analysis of 
these interviews were: 1) familiarity with the college admissions 
process, 2) types of information and resources available to 
students and parents, and 3) familiarity with financial aid 
matters. The cross-case analysis of the college counseling 
programs at Lambert and Melfield high schools presented below 
discusses the patterns of findings from these interviews. 
% 
College Counseling Programs 
College counseling programs are responsible for aiding and 
influencing students' academic track and career choices. The 
guidance counselor is critical in constructing the school's 
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expectations and formal planning for college (McDonough, 1997). 
Counselors' perceptions and expectations of students tend to 
directly influence students' educational outcomes. 
The cross-case analysis of the college counseling programs 
at Lambert and at Melfield presented below is not an assessment 
of each individual counselor's effectiveness. Rather, the cross¬ 
case analysis focuses on understanding how each high school's 
structural arrangements affect the operation of college advising 
and financial aid processes. 
Table 4.2 offers some basic information about how the two 
schools in the study organized college advising efforts. 
Table 4.2 
Organizational Comparisons of College Counseling Programs 
Lambert Melfield 
Number of seniors 299 351 
Time on college 
advising (%) 100 60 
Time spent in college 
planning (per student) 2 hours 40 minutes 
When planning begins 10th grade 9th grade 
Classroom by Classroom 
Outreach Yes No 
Sources: Massachusetts Department of Education, 2000-2001 and interviews 
How much of each counselor's effort was devoted to college 
planning ranged from 60% of Ms. Garza's counseling efforts at 
Melfield to 100% of Ms. Rice's efforts at Lambert. Ms. Rice 
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tended to reach out 
visiting different 
year. Ms. Garza, on 
seniors by visiting 
in college planning 
Ms. Garza indicated 
senior at Melfield. 
to seniors who did not come to her office by 
classrooms several times during the school 
the other hand, did not reach out to the 
individual classrooms. The average time spent 
per student varied between the two schools, 
she spends close to 40 minutes with each 
Initially I spend like 40 minutes with each one, there were some 
that I have to spend like an hour, an hour and a half . . . it is 
hard to take kids out of class; the teachers don't want you to 
take them for the whole period. 
Ms. Rice talked about how she spends a minimum of two hours with 
each senior at Lambert. 
The minimum amount of time will be two hours with the students 
and parents in counseling . . . for some kids it is really labor 
intensive. For some, they come in and they get your advice and 
they go out and act on it, so the minimum amount of care that one 
person will get will probably be two hours of services with me 
but they have other resources too. 
What follows is an analysis of the college counseling 
program at the two schools. Both counselors displayed different 
levels of familiarity with the college admissions process. Ms. 
Garza, for example, explained that this was her first year 
advising seniors on college planning, although she has worked at 
Melfield High School for some time. 
This is my first time doing it and I cannot say I'm an expert, 
only when you go through it is when you learn it. The other thing 
I don't have under my belt, because I don't have the years, is 
that I haven't visited many colleges . . . this is my first time 
working with seniors. I have been a counselor for many years but 
never had seniors so I have been learning as I do it. We only 
have seniors one year and then we move to the 9th grade so I would 
have seniors again in four years . . . things change a lot over 
four years. 
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Ms. Rice commented that she was very knowledgeable about the 
college planning process. 
I’m very knowledgeable. I've been doing this for 13 years. Some 
of the knowledge I have is very helpful, for example, if kids are 
applying as out of state. I will say I'm very knowledgeable but 
there's always more to be learn ... it is helpful that I go to 
national and regional conferences. Pretty much there isn't a 
college that doesn't either know of me or I know of someone. 
The schools made different types of resources available to 
help students and parents with the college choice process. 
Ms. Garza talked about the different resources available to 
Melfield's students. 
We have viewbooks but not necessarily the applications ... we 
usually get the local ones like UMass, Westfield, STCC, HCC . . . 
there is also a common application in the Internet that a lot of 
kids have used. They can use the application for a lot of 
colleges around here but not all ... we sold them to kids for 
25 cents, applied disks which contain the college application 
process step by step ... a lot of kids don't have computers [at 
home] so we have a career center and we have extended the day and 
stay after school. 
Ms. Garza talked about the need to educate parents regarding the 
college planning process. 
There is definitely a need ... in reality I wish we had more 
time or more ways to do it. The school has a responsibility to 
help parents in the process. The only way we can cover over 4 00 
families is the way we are doing it now, with a parents' 
newsletter and meetings here. We do a set of four meetings to 
inform parents where to go, how to do it . . . not only do we 
meet with them and direct them where to go, we even show them the 
guidance office and all the books that we have here so they can 
feel comfortable when doing research. For parents that don't come 
[to the meetings] we send them a letter with the first report 
card and a calendar telling the parents exactly what they should 
be doing, what their children should be doing month by month. It 
is good to get the parents involved because they can coach their 
kids . . . when parents are involved it's a lot easier. 
Ms. Rice talked about the different resources available to 
Lambert's students for college planning purposes. 
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In this school we have the EXPAND program which is a software 
program that we use where students can match their interests to 
the school and come up with lists . . . the same thing about 
careers and majors which help students explore all the variables. 
I have suggestions for the seniors, what they should be reading, 
that they should be taking certain college preparatory kind of 
classes, how to use our website and other websites that they can 
get in touch with. In the fall again we send another packet to 
them. This one is a much more comprehensive packet for them, 
which outline in the fall all the things they'll need to do. We 
have workshops on early admission, on the college admission 
process where we bring in the admission people, essay writing 
workshops and financial aid night. 
College planning at Melfield begins in 9th grade. 
The process starts in 9th grade ... we give them packets on what 
to do . . .by the 11th grade we try to take them to college 
fairs, college visitations, and we encourage parents to go and 
visit different schools. All depends on what they have at home 
because if they come from parents that are professional, they 
have a lot of information from relatives. They'll come and tell 
you I want to go here . . . that's not the case for the majority 
of our kids, we have a lot of kids that are going to be first- 
generation college kids, [they are] confused, very lost. They 
want to go to college but they don't have a clue where to start. 
We give them questionnaires they have to return for [the creation 
of] a profile . . . when they have to do research for a college 
we take them to the library. 
Ms. Rice revealed that college planning at Lambert High School 
begins in the junior year. 
I will start in the junior year with a mailing which is mailed to 
every junior telling them about the different resources in the 
community, the meetings I'll be having in the classrooms, the 
different college fairs that are in the area, the deadlines, when 
the SATs are, how to register, how to get a fee waiver, our 
special workshop that we held in the evening for students and 
parents ... we have a little questionnaire that each of the 
kids fill out, it's just an appointment slip that ask them a 
little bit of information so that I can meet individually with 
each senior and their parents. 
Ms. Garza and Ms. Rice also exhibited different levels of 
familiarity with financial aid matters. Ms. Garza indicated that 
she was not very knowledgeable about financial aid processes. 
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I'm not too knowledgeable, I know very little ... I went last 
year through the process with my daughter for the first time in 
my life. I know about the FAFSA . . . we had to go to workshops 
where they explained how colleges come to the conclusion about 
what they are going to give, so we had general information. I 
found it confusing after going to all these meetings and 
orientations so I can't even imagine parents that have never gone 
through this. I try to read everything that comes to my desk but 
I don't consider any counselor to be an expert in financial aid 
unless you are an educational counselor like one from Talent 
Search. That is what they do all day long. 
Ms. Garza explained that when students have questions about 
financial aid she usually referred them to the Talent Search 
counselor. 
I direct my students there because I know these people can help 
them better than I do . . .we only distribute the FAFSA and give 
them scholarships that are sent to us. In the career center we 
have a program there that kids do it [filed the FAFSA] in the 
Internet and they put their own information, and their own data 
and the same program will give the scholarships the students can 
qualify for, so our role is giving them information. 
Ms. Rice, on the other hand, indicated she was very knowledgeable 
about financial aid matters and went on to describe how much she 
knew about the process. 
I have been trained as a financial aid administrator. I did the 
College Board training, I can hand-calculate an estimated family 
contribution ... I have been on the financial aid advisory 
committee for the College Board at the national and local level 
so I know all about the forms. I know how to fill them out. 
The college counseling programs at Lambert and Melfield 
provided the students and parents with a variety of information¬ 
gathering activities about financial aid. One of the most 
important information-gathering activities according to the 
counselors were the facilitation of workshops on financial aid 
known as "financial nights." Ms. Garza explained 
In December we do a financial night and in February we do another 
financial night. Now [in February] is going to mean differently 
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because the FAFSA is out. Some of them [the parents] have filed 
their income tax so they are going to have a lot more guestions 
than in the first financial night. 
Ms. Rice also indicated that financial aid workshops were an 
important information-gathering activity at Lambert. She talked 
about the importance of providing the students with this type of 
information because financial problems are common. 
There are students who screened themselves out because they look 
at the price . . . around here there are five colleges, so, if 
they look at Hampshire or Amherst or any other of the colleges 
they'll say 'oh my gosh, it cost $35, 000 to go there, my family 
cannot afford that.' So even though we have a lot of education 
about financial aid and the cost of education, sometimes they are 
self-defeating. We do a lot of workshops on financial aid . . . 
we already had a financial aid workshop in late November where we 
went over with parents line by line of the form; we had about 200 
to 250 people there. We actually have financial aid people coming 
here from the university to sit there and tell [the student] 
'yes, your form is correct' ... to provide that individual help 
for people. 
Ms. Garza indicated that most of the seniors attending 
Melfield High at the time, were first-generation college-bound 
students and by her own account they were more likely to feel 
overwhelmed and intimidated by the college search process. First- 
generation college students are more likely to have lower degree 
aspirations and less likely to receive encouragement from their 
parents to attend college (McDonough, 1997; Smith & Bers, 1989; 
Terenzini, Rendon, et al., 1994; Terenzini, Springer, et al., 
1996). These types of students are likely to rely more heavily on 
the school for college advising than do students whose parents 
have attended college (McDonough, 1997). Ms. Garza recognized she 
was very naive about financial aid matters; consequently, she 
usually referred the students to the Talent Search Program for 
questions related to financial aid. Unlike Ms. Rice at Lambert 
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High, who has been trained as a financial aid administrator and 
had contacts at many colleges, Ms. Garza felt she was unable to 
advocate for students on financial aid matters. Ms. Garza also 
explained this was her first year advising seniors on college 
planning. It could be assumed then, based on Ms. Garza's 
observations of her own expertise of the college choice process 
and the process of obtaining financial aid, that the college 
counseling program at Melfield High School might have not 
provided the students with the most accurate information on 
college planning, the process of obtaining financial aid, or the 
necessary guidance for the execution of their college plans. 
The College Choice Process 
The students participating in this study were interviewed 
at multiple points in time during their senior year in an effort 
to capture the design and execution of their college plans. An 
integral part of the college search process for these students 
was the application for financial aid. This study presents an 
examination of how these students understood the process of 
obtaining financial aid and how this understanding influenced 
their educational aspirations, plans and choices. While many 
studies have focused on how various amounts and types of aid 
affect college choice decisions (Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Hossler 
* 
& Bean, 1990; Jackson, 1982; Moore et al., 1991; St. John, 1990), 
less is known about how students understand and engage in the 
process of obtaining financial aid. As a result, there is much to 
learn about how low-income students' understanding of the 
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financial aid process influences their college choices. A better 
understanding of the college choice process may help us widen the 
choices of low-income, first-generation college-bound students, 
such as the students participating in this study. 
Commonly used college choice models — Jackson (1982), 
Chapman (1984), Hanson and Litten (1982), and Hossler and 
Gallagher (1987) — have focused primarily on students with 
higher levels of cultural capital at home, and have tended to 
neglect students whose parents have not attended college. Also, 
most studies on college choice (Chapman, 1984; Chapman & Jackson, 
1987; Hossler, et al., 1999) have been conducted with students 
from high-income families. Of the four major models on college 
choice mentioned earlier, only the Hanson and Litten (1982) model 
takes financial aid into consideration. The Hanson and Litten 
model proposes two parallel but interrelated processes of 
application for admissions and for financial aid. Because most 
studies have been conducted with students from high-income 
families, this study explores the role of financial aid on 
college choice decisions of low-income students as they go 
through both the process of applying for admissions and that of 
applying for aid as part of the college search process. 
The remainder of this section explores how these students 
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made sense of how to obtain financial aid and how it influenced 
their college choice decisions. The data presented in the 
following section would lead us to a simplified model of the 
college choice process depicting a series of interactive 
94 
processes focusing on the non-traditional, low—income, first- 
generation college applicant. The model would focus on financial 
aid as adapted to the experiences of low-income students who 
simultaneously apply for admissions and financial aid. 
Applying for aid is an integral part of the college choice 
process of low-income students, since they often apply to 
colleges on the basis of their expectations of financial aid 
(King, 1996; Orfield, 1992). The concerns the students in this 
study expressed over college costs shaped their college search 
process. Concerns about money crippled the search process for 
some of them, thus limiting the schools they were able to 
consider. 
Applying for Aid 
Applying for financial aid was an integral part of how 
students participating in this study chose college, as most cited 
that having no money was a barrier in attending college. Jackie, 
Danon, Sarani, Robert and Victoria cited that having no money to 
finance an education was a barrier in attending college. Jackie 
commented that money was the biggest barrier in attending 
college. 
My parents are telling me that I have to go to UMiss because my 
dad works at GGC and I can get reduced tuition . . . they said 
this is all they can afford ... I didn't took the SAT II, the 
SAT II you need it to apply to more competitive colleges, I 
didn't do that stuff because I automatically assumed that I 
wouldn't have money to do it. 
Sarani mentioned that one of her biggest fears was not knowing 
how much financial aid she was going to get. 
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One of my biggest fears is my financial aid . . . how much the 
government is going to give me, how much money I'm going to get 
to finance my education. Most of the colleges I'm applying [to] 
are very good schools. If I get good financial aid. I'll go there 
but if I don't. I'll go to a school that is not too expensive. 
Five of the students said that their parents did not have money 
to contribute towards college costs. All the students, except 
Ellie, commented they were planning to pay for college with 
financial aid proceeds. 
Danon, Sarani, Brian, Victoria and Robert pointed out their 
parents did not have any money to contribute towards college. 
Danon commented that his mom had "zero money" to contribute 
towards his education. Brian mentioned that his mother could not 
contribute towards his college education. "My mom is in debt; she 
owes a lot of money," he said. Jackie talked about how her 
parents encouraged her to attend the nearby state university 
because it would be less expensive. She said, "my dad works at 
GCC and I can get reduced tuition ... my mom can't contribute 
with anything and my father probably $2,000." 
Jackie, Danon, Savannah, Brian, Michael, Victoria, Robert 
and Sarani mentioned they were planning to pay for college with 
financial aid. They also indicated having no money to pay for 
college. Danon commented he was planning to pay the school bill 
with financial aid because neither his mother nor he had money 
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for college. Sarani pointed out she was planning to pay for 
college with scholarships and other types of financial aid she 
was hoping to receive. She said, "Right now I'm applying to 
different scholarships . . . I'm hoping the FAFSA will help me 
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out . . . the government . . . scholarships and stuff." Victoria 
commented she was thinking to pay for college with scholarships 
"but in any case I'll get a job and pay it little by little." All 
except Ellie applied for financial aid. 
The students in this study enlisted the help of the school 
counselor, Talent Search Program's staff and their parents in 
completing the financial aid application. 
Table 4.3 
Applying for Financial Aid 
Assistance with application Students 
Parents 3 - Jackie, Michael, Savannah 
Counselor 4 - Danon, Robert, Jackie, Savannah 
Talent Search staff 4 - Sarani, Robert, Victoria, Brian 
Sarani, Michael, Robert and Victoria filed the financial aid 
application on-line while Jackie, Savannah, Brian, and Danon 
filed the traditional, paper application. Victoria explained how 
she applied for financial aid on-line, "I picked up the 
application at the guidance office and did it on paper, then I 
went to Talent Search and they helped me out to file it on-line." 
Danon, Sarani, Brian, Jackie, Savannah, and Victoria said 
they knew they were eligible to receive financial aid. These 
students mentioned characteristics such as having single mothers, 
% 
parents not making enough money, having divorced parents and 
being a student with disabilities as reasons to make them 
eligible for financial aid. Danon explained he was eligible for 
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financial aid "because my mom is a single parent with three sons 
. . . my mom is self-employed and don't make much money because 
she's [also] taking care of my year-old sister." Sarani 
indicated she was eligible because her parents do not make enough 
money. She said, "They don't have a good income, they want but 
can't support me through my education ... I think my EFC is 
zero." Brian pointed out he was eligible because his mother was 
the only parent at home, "my mother is a single parent, I'm the 
oldest of three sons . . . I'm a student with disabilities, that 
would definitely make me eligible," he said. Jackie commented she 
was eligible for financial aid because her parents were divorced, 
"my parents are divorced, mom has three kids with one in college 
. . . she doesn't make much money." Victoria talked about what 
made her eligible. She said, "My mom is a single mom and we don't 
have a big income ... we are four in my family and I'm the 
oldest." 
The students indicated not having information about 
financial aid programs or perceiving the need to seek out related 
information. Jackie reported not having information on financial 
aid programs, "I don't have specific information about financial 
aid, I just filed the FAFSA," she said. Robert indicated not 
knowing about different types of financial aid, "I just filled 
out the [FAFSA] application." He mentioned he knew "about 50%" 
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regarding financial aid but did not know what could make him 
eligible or ineligible to receive aid. Robert talked about a 
letter with information about financial aid he received from HCC. 
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He said, "Right now I'm filling out a form that is for financial 
aid, and with that form ... I don't know how that's going to 
work." Danon pointed out he did not look for additional 
information on financial aid, "I haven't looked for information 
. . I applied for the FAFSA and I'm waiting for the report." When 
talking about her general knowledge on financial aid programs. 
Savannah indicated, "I know nothing, my parents told me we won't 
be getting much." Sarani pointed out she did not know enough 
about financial aid, "I just know enough about the FAFSA form." 
Similarly, Michael indicated that he did not know much about 
financial aid, "[I] just know to fill out the FAFSA." 
The students in this study generally were not knowledgeable 
about different types of financial aid. These students, for 
example, did not consider student loans a type of aid. Jackie 
indicated she thought student loans were not a type of financial 
aid. 
I think [it] is different ... I think they give you loans if 
you are needy but it is different because you end up paying, you 
have to pay it back with interests . . . every one tells me 'you 
don't want to take up loans, you don't want to pay up loans for 
the rest of your life.' 
Victoria was not sure whether or not student loans were a type of 
financial aid but indicated she has been discouraged from taking 
out loans. She said, "My mom has told me not to take loans . . . 
she said [it] is not going to.be easy paying them back. I'll be 
paying up all my life." Savannah pointed out she was not sure 
about whether or not student loans were a type of financial aid, 
"I think [it] is separate . . . isn't that what you have to do on 
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your own?" She also was discouraged from taking out student 
loans. 
My parents think I should [take loans] if I really, really need 
it but, everyone else who went to different colleges tell me not 
to because it is really hard . . . [be]cause the money they are 
paying back to the colleges they went to, they could have bought 
a house with it. 
Danon explained what he thought was the difference between 
financial aid and student loans. 
The difference between financial aid and student loans is that, 
in a future, after college, you have to pay your loans back and 
that's why most men of color are in trouble, because they won't 
be able to pay back the student loans. Financial aid are 
scholarships and grants . . . money that you don't have to pay 
back. 
Michael was the only one to recognize that student loans were one 
type of aid. He was willing to borrow money and indicated he was 
planning to pay for college with student loans. 
Pretty much it's all going to depend on loans . . . North Eaton, 
that's where I'm going next year, is about $15,000 [after 
financial aid] with all the scholarships and everything so I'm 
going to have quite a few loans to pay back. 
The students in this study generally were not knowledgeable 
about different types of financial aid. They indicated not having 
information about financial aid programs or perceiving the need 
to seek out relevant information. Among these students there was 
a common belief that completing the FAFSA and sending it for 
processing by the March deadline would be enough to obtain 
adequate aid. Because completing the FAFSA was thought to be 
enough to obtain aid, the students did not see the need or the 
importance to look for additional information on financial aid 
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programs. The students in this study were not knowledgeable about 
institutional aid programs available at the schools they were 
considering attending. All of them reported knowing the cost of 
attendance of the schools they were considering, but not knowing 
of institutional grants or scholarship opportunities available at 
the schools. Only three reported applying for scholarships on¬ 
line but the scholarships were not institution-specific. 
The students generally were not knowledgeable about 
different types of aid. The students did not consider student 
loans a type of aid. They generally viewed student loans as part 
of the expected family contribution and not as one type of aid. 
The students had negative views of the effects of student loan 
debts upon graduation because the debt was not perceived as 
manageable. Michael was the only one willing to borrow money to 
pay for college. 
For the students in this study, the process of applying for 
financial aid was an integral part of the college choice process. 
The students were generally concerned about college costs and not 
having money to contribute towards their education. All but one 
indicated they were planning to pay for college with financial 
aid. 
Searching for Colleges 
Cost Influencing the Decision Criteria 
% 
The students in the study narrowed down the number of 
schools they wanted to apply to based primarily on three 
characteristics: cost, geographic location, and program 
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availability. College costs, in particular, wers a major concsrn 
for some of these students. Geographic location and program 
availability were also important as exclusion factors and are 
discussed later in this chapter. 
Students' preoccupation with college costs deterred Jackie, 
Danon, Ellie, Robert and Victoria from considering some schools. 
For Jackie money was an issue from the moment she began thinking 
where she should go to college. Jackie commented that college 
costs deterred her from considering some schools. She said, "I 
didn't want to apply to all these private colleges because all I 
thought was how I'm going to pay ... I rather just get an 
education that is more affordable." Jackie talked about how she 
wanted to apply to a school in Florida but her parents 
discouraged her. "They told me, 'you can't go to Florida, [it] is 
going to cost too much' . . . I'm really interested in Florida 
but I don't think it will be realistic just because I won't have 
the money," she said. Ellie also mentioned that she was concerned 
about money, " what concerned me most is the issue of money 
because I don't really want my parents to pay for it ... I want 
to pay it myself." Danon talked about how he was concerned about 
college costs but decided to apply to some private schools 
anyway. Danon commented that neither he nor his mother had money 
to pay for college. Robert indicated that he applied only to 
nearby two-year schools because they were "cheaper" than other 
schools. 
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Four students, Jackie, Danon, Robert, and Victoria, 
indicated that their parents were concerned about the cost of a 
college education, and that cost determined which schools the 
parents deemed appropriate for them. Danon's and Jackie's 
parents, for example, discouraged them from considering schools 
outside the state. Danon talked about how his mother wanted him 
to stay in Massachusetts and attend the school offering him the 
biggest financial aid award. He said, "My mom told me 'you have 
to go to whichever college gives you the more money [be]cause we 
don't have money to spend.'" Jackie's father sent her clear and 
consistent messages that he wanted her to attend the nearby state 
university. 
My parents are telling me that I have to go to State U because my 
dad works at GGC and I can get reduced tuition . . . they said 
this is all they can afford. When I told them I was applying to 
all these other schools, they didn't support me on that . 
they told me, 'you can't go to Florida, [it] is going to cost too 
much money.' 
Robert and Victoria commented that their parents wanted them to 
attend nearby two-year colleges because they were less expensive 
than other schools they were considering. 
The concerns these students and their parents expressed 
over college costs shaped their college search process. Concerns 
about money, for example, crippled Jackie's search process, 
limiting the schools she was able to consider. The search for 
affordable college options guided Robert, Brian, and Victoria to 
consider two-year schools. Danon, also concerned about college 
costs, applied to schools he could not afford on his own based on 
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his expectations of financial aid. Cost influenced the type of 
school the parents of these students deemed appropriate for them. 
The parents developed strategies to ensure their children would 
apply to affordable schools, such as prohibiting them from 
applying to schools outside the state and encouraging their 
application to public schools. 
Making Choices 
The Role of Financial Aid in Choosing a College 
The process of choosing a college tends to be a confusing 
and intimidating process for most students. This process is even 
more confusing for low-income students who are most likely to 
choose a school based on financial aid awards. Financial aid 
awards influenced the matriculation decisions of most students in 
this study. 
Danon decided to attend UHH, 
mostly because of the money and because [it] is close to home . 
. . I have to pay $82.00 a term. I think [the financial aid] from 
loans is like $2, 000, the rest is from grants and scholarships 
and I still don't know about the other scholarships so it [the 
unmet need] can be lower. 
Danon said he was satisfied with the amount and type of financial 
aid he received at UHH. He was accepted at his first choice. 
State U, but declined the offer "mostly because of the financial 
aid package they gave me, it wasn't as good as UHH, and State U 
gave me about $3,000 in loans./' Although Danon decided not to 
attend State U, he was pleased with their offer of admission. "I 
always have State U to fall back if things don't go right at 
UHH," he said. Danon pointed out his decision to attend UHH was 
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also influenced by his mother, "she influenced it a lot . . . the 
fi^^ncial aid helped us a lot like my mom really can't afford 
it." 
Jackie decided to attend State U. By the time Jackie 
accepted the offer at State U, she have not heard from Northdia, 
her first choice. 
I'm going to State U because I didn't have a choice, I got into 
North Eaton but [it] is really expensive and they haven't sent me 
my financial aid package yet ... I didn't even want to go to 
State U but I'm accepting it and I'm getting happier about it. I 
think it is a more reasonable choice ... I don't want to take 
up loans. I didn't even know if Northdia offers financial aid 
because they are out of the country so I don't know how that 
works. 
Jackie commented she was satisfied with the financial aid package 
she received at State U, 
I got the tuition waived so my father is going to see if the 
money we did get we can use it for room and board ... I got 
some loans but I don't think we are going to use it, I don't 
know. 
Jackie was planning to live on-campus if she could use the 
financial aid award to pay for it. "Otherwise," she said, "we 
can't afford to have $6,000 up front." Jackie talked about how 
her parents influenced her college choice, "they didn't even 
think about the possibility of me going somewhere else." 
Savannah was undecided about whether to attend State U or 
North Eaton University. She decided to attend State U even though 
North Eaton was her first choice. 
I think I want to go to State U . . . financially my parents 
can't afford North Eaton, they want me to go to North Eaton but I 
don't want them to put that much into my college education when I 
can stay here and get an education at half the price . . . they 
[North Eaton] are giving me $11,300 out of $35,000 so there are 
still $24,000 that I have to pay myself ... at the beginning I 
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thought North Eaton was better than State U because [it] is 
private but a lot of people have said that the education at the 
business school is much better at State U. 
Savannah was somewhat satisfied with the financial aid package 
offered by State U. She said, "[the] tuition at State U is about 
$12,000, I got a $3,000 scholarship . . . for North Eaton I have 
to pay $24,000 and for State U about $9,000 ... at State U 
$9,000 is OK, is better than nothing." Savannah indicated that 
her parents did not influence directly her decision to attend 
State U. "They said [it] is up to me," she said, "but I know 
they'll be heartbroken if I leave. I'm the oldest of three 
girls." 
Sarani decided to attend River Path College. 
First of all, not all the colleges I wanted to get in accepted me 
. . . I'm going to River Path and maybe I'll transfer later, I 
liked River Path, it is a nice school . . . there are other five 
to six girls from the school that are going to River Path. 
Sarani's decision to attend River Path was influenced by the 
financial aid package she received from the school. She said, "It 
cost $25,000 so I only have to pay $2,000, they gave me 
scholarships and grants, no loans yet . . . they have work-study 
there but if I do work, I'll pay the $2,000 [myself]." Sarani 
indicated that both her parents and the school counselor 
influenced her decision to attend River Path. She mentioned that 
her parents recommended the school. "They highly recommended it, 
I visited River Path with my mother and she liked it," Sarani 
said. Sarani pointed out her guidance counselor encouraged her to 
attend River Path, "she said that it doesn't matter to which 
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school I go to but how I make it there ... it [River Path] is 
at the same level of Mount Rocky but [it] is not that 
recognized." Sarani was disappointed because she was not accepted 
by her first choice. Mount Rocky College, and talked about her 
desire of transferring to the school later on. 
Victoria only applied to two-year schools, HHC and LTCC. 
Her first choice was LTCC. "It is closer and people tell me that 
it is very good for what I want to study," she said. Victoria 
decided to attend LTCC and indicated that her mother influenced 
her decision, "she wanted me to go to LTCC because it is close to 
home." 
North Eaton University was Michael's first choice and it 
was the school he decided to attend. 
I got it down to North Eaton and the University of Lamford . . . 
North Eaton because of the co-op program and they have a lot more 
to do with mechanical engineering there, they have bigger 
facilities, more hands-on, they looked more focused about what I 
want my career to be . . . the first college I visited was North 
Eaton, I liked it right away so every other after that didn't 
live up to it. 
Michael indicated that the financial aid package he received at 
North Eaton influenced his decision "a little bit." 
The University of Lamford was still cheaper but it wasn't cheaper 
by a lot. I still had to pay about $13,000 a year and $15,000 for 
North Eaton ... I received about $20,000 in scholarships and 
grants [at North Eaton]. 
Michael pointed out he was somewhat satisfied with the financial 
% 
aid package he received. 
I wished it could have been better but I still take it, I was 
hoping for a full scholarship somehow, but that's not going to 
happen ... I kind of thought that it will be more in grants but 
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I talked to some other kids that are going to the same college 
and they didn't get half as much as I did so, I guess I'm OK. 
Michael talked about how his parents indirectly influenced his 
decision of attending North Eaton. 
It was about 50-50 because my mom and dad were split between 
those two [North Eaton and the University of Lamford] so, it 
pretty much came down to me. My mom wanted me to stay right here 
in Lamford because I can take my car and drive up back and forth 
like every day as compared to Loxton where she can see me maybe 
once a month. 
Robert applied only to two-year schools. He applied to LTCC 
and HHC "because they are closer and cheaper" than other schools. 
HHC was Robert's first choice and it was the school he decided to 
attend. Robert said he only applied to LTCC and HHC mainly 
because what his friends told him about the schools. "They said 
that they [LTCC and HHC] offered the same classes that other 
colleges offer but you pay less . . . you pay less and take the 
same classes," said Robert. Robert pointed out he talked more to 
his friends than to his mother about his college plans. He 
decided to attend HHC because of its ESL Program and because of 
the financial aid package he received, "they are going to help me 
more." Robert's friends strongly influenced his decision to 
attend HHC. He said, "I have friends attending Holyoke [HHC] and 
other friends that will also be attending." His mother also 
influenced his decision, "my mom wanted me to go to Holyoke; she 
read the information from HCC and liked it." 
During the final interview, Brian said he had not sent in 
the applications but was still planning to do so. "I still have 
both applications for HHC and CGC," he said. "I'm still 
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undecided about the [intended] major, so until I can decide, I'm 
going to hold on to them." Brian mentioned he was not concerned 
about money to finance his education. "That's not a concern at 
all, a two-year school is very affordable," he said. 
Ellie applied to four schools. State U, River Path College, 
CNEC and LTCC. UMiss was Ellie's first choice. 
River Path was my first choice at the beginning, but now it's 
State U ... at the beginning I wasn't sure if going to State U 
or River Path, but after hearing what people said about State U, 
I think that State U is the school that will fit me better, but I 
haven't hear anything yet. 
Ellie was unavailable for the final interview; consequently, 
there is no information available about the college she decided 
to attend and which factors might have influenced her decision. 
Although the parents had a strong influence on their 
children's choice of college, financial aid awards had the 
strongest effect on matriculation decisions of these students. 
Danon, Jackie, Savannah, Sarani and Robert decided to enroll at 
the school offering them the "best" financial aid package. From 
the time Danon began searching for colleges he was concerned 
about cost and hoped to enroll at the school offering him the 
best financial aid package. Obtaining enough financial aid to 
cover all college costs was particularly important for Danon 
because his mother indicated having no money to contribute 
towards his college education; He decided to attend UHH because, 
after his financial aid award was applied to the actual cost of 
attendance, he only had to pay $82.00 per term. 
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Jackie decided to attend State LJ because North Eaton, the 
other school that offered her admission, did not send her the 
financial aid package on time. Jackie felt that without a 
generous financial aid package from North Eaton she could not 
enroll at this private school. Jackie lamented that college costs 
deterred her from considering some schools, particularly those 
outside the state and private ones. Jackie's fears of not being 
able to afford the school she wanted to enroll in became a 
reality when she rejected North Eaton's offer of admissions for 
lack of money. 
Savannah decided to attend State U instead of North Eaton 
because of the financial aid package she received. Although North 
Eaton offered her $11,300 in aid and State U only $3,000, she was 
inclined to accept the offer from State U. Savannah explained 
that her parents were unable to pay the unmet need she had at 
North Eaton. After the $11,300 in aid was applied to the actual 
cost of attendance at North Eaton, she still needed to pay 
$24,000 to be able to enroll at the school. Consequently, 
Savannah, similar to Jackie, was not able to enroll at more 
expensive institutions, even with financial assistance. 
Sarani, unlike Savannah, was able to enroll at an expensive 
institution because of financial aid. Sarani decided to attend 
River Path College because of the financial aid package she 
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received. Sarani's unmet need of $2,000 was a comfortable amount 
for Sarani's parents, in comparison with River Path's $25,000 
cost of attendance. Sarani's GPA was higher than Savannah's, 
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which might explain why Sarani received higher amounts of aid 
from a private institution as compared to Savannah. 
Michael decided to attend North Eaton even when his unmet 
need was around $15,000. Michael was willing to invest heavily in 
the student loan program in order to pay the unmet need and be 
able to enroll at North Eaton. 
Robert decided to attend HHC because it offered him a 
bigger financial aid award than LTCC. Both Robert and Victoria 
expressed their preference for two-year schools because they were 
cheaper than other schools. 
Findings from this study reveal the students engaged in 
distinct but similar activities in planning for and executing 
their college choice process, such as finding out about college 
prerequisites, searching for colleges to apply to and applying 
for financial aid. Building upon existing research on college 
choice (Hossler, et al., 1999) I organized the rest of the data 
in three stages depicting the college choice process: 1) 
developing predisposition towards college, 2) searching for 
colleges, and 3) making choices about college. The stages were 
borrowed from Hossler's and Gallagher's (1987) model, a model 
that emphasizes the student rather than the institution. 
Incorporating Hanson and Litten (1982) research, the stages 
identify variables affecting the college choice process, such as 
* 
parental income and education. The data lead to the development 
of a simplified model of the college choice process focusing on 
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the low-income, first-generation college applicant to accommodate 
the experiences of the students participating in this study. 
Developing Predisposition towards College 
The families of these students and the high schools the 
students were attending influenced how they went through the 
process of choosing a college, what schools they considered 
appropriate, and where they ultimately ended up attending 
college. Among the students attending Lambert and Melfield High 
Schools there were understandings about what it meant to go to 
college and which colleges were deemed appropriate. Two 
participants from Lambert High School, for example, commented 
that attending the nearby state university was not the best 
option because the school lacked prestige among peers. When the 
students talked about the school, they referred to it as "just 
State U." Four participants attending Melfield, on the other 
hand, saw the same state university as a competitive and sought- 
after school they would consider attending. 
The students began considering attending college at 
different points in time, starting generally in 8th or 9th grade 
(see Table 4.3). Two, Michael and Brian, began considering 
attending college much later; Michael began considering going to 
college when he was in 10th grade while Brian when he was in 12th 
grade. Although additional research is needed in this area, the 
time lag seemed to derived from the students' lack of 
understanding about what type of preparation is needed to get to 
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college and a false sense of security that they would be able to 
meet all college prerequisites by the senior year even with a 
late start. 
Table 4.4 
Considering College 
Began Considering College 
• 
Students 
Remembers always planning to 
attend 2 - Jackie, Victoria 
4 - Danon, Savannah, Ellie, 
Middle School Robert 
9th Grade 1 - Sarani 
10th Grade 1 - Michael 
12th Grade 1 - Brian 
Jackie and Victoria remembered always planning to attend 
college. Considering college early on, however, was not enough to 
encourage them to have an early start on college preparations. 
Both, Jackie and Victoria, despite always having planned to 
attend college, tended to leave things for the last minute and 
had a late start in preparing for college. Jackie, for example, 
never knew which courses she needed to take to fulfill college 
prerequisites. She did not take the PSAT and did not perform well 
on the SAT. 
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I knew about it [the SAT] but I didn't think it was so serious . 
. . I didn't even take the PSAT and then I took the SAT twice but 
I didn't do well. I didn't know that I had to set up a visit 
[with the college advisor], I didn't know when the deadline was . 
. . I thought I knew what I wanted to do but I didn't know that I 
had to get all the school forms to them by certain time. 
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since Similarly, Victoria was considering attending college " 
forever" but found out about which courses she needed to take to 
fulfill college prerequisites "now in the 12th grade." She did not 
take the PSAT. 
The students in this study generally began considering 
attending college when they were in 8th or 9th grade; however, the 
school they were attending did not seem to have affected this 
phenomenon. Of the four students attending Lambert, two, Danon 
and Savannah, started considering college in middle school. Brian 
started considering college in 12th grade and Jackie reported 
always planning to attend college. Two students attending 
Melfield, Ellie and Robert, also started considering college in 
middle school. Sarani began considering college in 9th grade, 
Michael in 10th grade, and Victoria indicated always planning to 
attend college. 
Reasons for Attending College 
Social mobility, as defined by changes in occupational 
status and income, is inextricably linked to college attendance 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Smart & Pascarella, 1986). The 
students participating in this study cited a variety of reasons 
for wanting to pursue a college education. Some of the reasons 
the students identified were (1) to get a good job, (2) to make 
money, (3) to have a better life, (4) to further their education, 
and (5) to earn graduate degrees. 
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Table 4.5 
Main Reasons for Attending College 
Reasons for Going to College Students 
To get a good job 4 - Brian, Robert, Ellie, Michael 
To make money 3 - Savannah, Brian, Victoria 
To further their education 3 - Danon, Jackie, Sarani 
To have a better life 2 - Savannah, Robert 
To earn graduate degrees 2 - Sarani, Savannah 
To establish a business 2 - Savannah, Jackie 
To have a career 1 - Victoria 
To set up high standards for 
siblings 1 - Brian 
To obtain a degree in engineering 1 - Michael 
To become a businesswoman 1 - Ellie 
To obtain professional jobs 3 - Robert, Brian, Sarani 
To become a diplomat 1 - Sarani 
Brian, Ellie, Michael and Robert cited getting a good job 
as the most important reason for going to college. Brian pointed 
out he wanted to go to college because he would not settle for a 
low-income job. "You can't really step into life with a low- 
income job and be happy," he said. Brian, similar to Savannah and 
Victoria, indicated that he wanted to go to college to make 
money. Victoria expressed her- desire to be able to help her 
mother financially. Danon, Jackie, and Sarani wanted to go to 
college to further their education. Jackie talked about needing 
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more education. "I feel I need more education, I don't think I 
got everything you could have gotten from high school," she said. 
The main reasons cited by these students for choosing to 
attend college were 1) to get a good job, 2) to make money, and 
3) to further the education. The students also cited being able 
to obtain professional jobs as reasons for choosing to attend 
college. The aspirations of these students and their reasons for 
choosing to attend college were consistent with their intention 
of pursuing a college education. 
The findings are consistent with available research on the 
benefits of a higher education (Hossler, 1982; Leslie & Brinkman, 
1993) suggesting that students base their attendance decisions 
mainly on financial expectations. Other researchers have argued 
that the main benefit of a college education is that it increases 
one's potential employment and earning power over the years 
(Becker, 1992; Gladieux & Haupman, 1995; Harrington & Sum, 1999; 
Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Mortenson, 1987; Orfield, 1992; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Smart & Pascarella, 1986). 
Pre-College Aspirations 
The students generally aspired to obtain professional jobs 
in the areas of business, engineering, education, political 
science, and law. 
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Table 4.6 
Educational Aspirations 
Aspirations Students 
Pursue a career 
9 - Danon, Savannah, Ellie, Jackie, 
Robert, Brian, Michael, Sarani, 
Victoria 
Run a family-owned business 1 - Jackie 
Establish and run a daycare 1 - Savannah 
Attend a good school 1 - Danon 
Do well in school 1 - Danon 
Set high standards for siblings 1 - Brian 
Get a good job 3 - Michael, Robert, Victoria 
Travel around the world 1 - Ellie 
Get a Ph.D. in Political Science 1 - Sarani 
Work with the United Nations 1 - Sarani 
Become a diplomat 1 - Sarani 
Both Jackie and Savannah wanted to become business-owners. 
Savannah said she wanted to major in business and set up a 
business of her own when she gets older and has kids. "That's 
when I'm going to set up a day care," she said. Jackie aspired to 
run a family-owned business. She said, "I always wanted to have a 
restaurant because my grandparents own a family bakery in 
Colombia." Ellie aspired to become a businesswoman and envisioned 
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herself working "in a company where I can have the chance to 
travel around the world." Brian's aspiration was to become a 
lawyer, while Sarani's was to get a Ph.D. in political science 
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and "work in a world organization like the UN [United Nations] 
Robert aspired to get a good job and becoming a teacher. Victoria 
pointed out she wanted to get a good job and "have a career." 
Michael aspired to become an engineer. Danon expressed his desire 
to "going to a good school and be successful." 
The aspirations these students conveyed were consistent 
with their intention to pursue a college education. They aspired 
to becoming a businessperson, an engineer, a lawyer, a diplomat 
and a teacher. All jobs mentioned by these students required 
education beyond high school. In this early stage the students 
cited various sources of influence such as parents, teachers, 
school counselors, and friends. 
Table 4.7 
Sources of Influence on College Aspirations 
Sources Students 
Parents 
9 - Ellie, Danon, Savannah, Jackie, 
Robert, Victoria, Sarani, Brian, 
Michael 
Counselors 3 - Sarani, Robert, Michael 
Teachers 3 - Victoria, Ellie, Sarani 
Friends 2 - Robert, Ellie 
Parents as Sources of Influence 
All nine students cited their parents as the most important 
source of influence on college aspirations. Existing research on 
the influence of parents on students' educational aspirations 
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(Hossler & Maple, 1993; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; McDonough, 1997; 
Outtz, 1995; Persell, et al., 1992) have found that parents' 
education and income have a direct effect on college plans of 
high school students. Researchers have found that college- 
educated parents tend to have higher expectations of their 
children (Entwisle, et al., 1997), that their children are more 
than twice as likely to apply for college than those whose 
parents have not attended college (Manski & Wise, 1983), and that 
they are able to pass on information about their college 
experience to their children (Hossler, et al., 1999). However, 
for students who are the first in their families to go to 
college, the process of planning and preparing for college is 
less defined because they have less knowledge about college 
(York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991). Available research (Billson & 
Terry, 1982; Terenzini, Springer, et al., 1996) also indicates 
that first-generation students are likely to receive less 
encouragement from their parents to attend college. Although 
these parents have never attended college, they played a key role 
encouraging their children to consider higher education. Ellie, 
for example, indicated that her parents have been supportive of 
her college plans but they have not provided her with information 
about college. She said they never attended college and their 
knowledge was limited. "They never went to college so they don't 
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know what I need to do but they have been very supportive . . . 
basically they have confidence in me and they are not worried," 
she said. Ellie began considering college in middle school, but 
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indicated that her parents have always expected her to go to 
college. "My parents have been telling me to go to college since 
I was very young," she said. Ellie added that considering to 
attend college "is a growing process . . . [it] is what your 
parents have told you." 
Jackie talked about receiving support from her parents even 
when they were not very knowledgeable about the college process. 
They definitively want me to go [to college] ... my parents 
want me to go to college and they are proud but we don't really 
talk about it that much at my house . . . they think that college 
is going to come just like that ... is not against them, they 
didn't grew up in this country and they are not familiar with the 
whole SAT and everything. 
Savannah indicated she began considering college in middle school 
but her parents had already talked to her about college. "Since I 
was young," she said, "my parents have demanded for me to go to 
college." Savannah commented that her parents were supportive of 
her college plans. "They are very supportive," she said, "they 
would actually kill me if I wasn't going to college [be]cause I'm 
the first one in my family to go to college . . . it is very 
important." Danon talked about how his mother has supported his 
college plans. "My mom encourages me," he said, "she tells me 
[about] what a good opportunity is going to college, not to do 
like her . . . she wants me to get a better future and be a role 
model in my family." Victoria commented that her mom was happy 
with her plans to attend college, "she never went to college but 
she wants for me to be the first [to attend college] . . . she 
has encouraged me to go to college." Brian pointed out that his 
mother was excited about his college plans and was even planning 
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to continue with her own studies. "Me going to college has 
inspired her to go back [to school]," he said. 
The parents played a key role early in the process, serving 
as sources of inspiration and encouragement for the students. 
Because the parents of these students have never attended 
college, they were generally unable to provide the students with 
information about the steps needed to prepare for college. Early 
parental encouragement, coupled with students' determination to 
be the first in their families to attend college, seemed to 
increase the desire of these students to pursue a college 
education. The students expressed the importance of attending 
college usually in terms of breaking family traditions and 
becoming the first in their families to go to college. 
School Counselors as Sources of Influence 
Sarani, Michael and Robert cited the school counselor as 
source of influence on their college aspirations. Data from this 
study reveal that the school counselor served as both source of 
information and source of influence during the search process. 
For the purpose of this study, when a student indicated the 
school counselor encouraged or "influenced" him or her to attend 
college, the counselor was classified as a source of influence. 
When the students indicated that the school counselor provided 
them with generic information about the college choice process or 
when he or she suggested specific schools to the students, the 
counselor was classified as a source of information. Sarani 
pointed out her counselor was the first person to suggest that 
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she should go to college. Michael said his counselor wanted him 
to consider attending college. "He [the school counselor] has 
made it clear he wants me to go to college," said Michael. Robert 
talked about how his counselor encouraged him to consider 
college. "He has been very good with me . . . he encouraged me to 
go to college." 
The three students who cited the school counselor as source 
of influence on college aspirations attended Melfield High 
School. None of the students attending Lambert High cited the 
counselor as a source of influence on their college aspirations. 
However, as discussed later in the chapter, some of them cited 
the counselor as an important source of influence and information 
when searching for colleges. The school counselor was a vital 
source of influence on college aspirations for some students but 
not for others. Most students in this study did not consider the 
school counselor an important source of influence on college 
aspirations, probably because the information that counselors 
provide to students reflects the counselors' judgment on what is 
the most appropriate for the students' ability. School counselors 
tend to focus on children who fit their preconceived notions of 
success (Hawkins, 1993). Consequently, not every student would 
fit the counselor's preconceived notion of a "college material" 
student and receive encouragement to consider college. 
Teachers as Sources of Influence 
Victoria, Ellie and Sarani considered teachers a source of 
influence on college aspirations. Victoria commented that two of 
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her teachers talked to her about college. "They [the teachers] 
have talked to me about the importance of going to college," she 
said. Ellie talked about how some teachers encouraged her to 
consider college. "They have confidence in me in that I can 
manage college courses and stuff like that," said Ellie, "they 
would tell me things about college, like what you'll need to do, 
and what a professional is going to do out there." Sarani also 
said that some teachers encouraged her to attend college, "they 
have encouraged me . . . they tell me I should go to college, 
[to] be able to be someone." 
The three students who cited teachers as sources of 
influence on their college aspirations attended Melfield High 
School. Only one, Sarani, cited both teachers and the school 
counselor as sources of influence. Once again, the students 
attending Lambert High did not cite teachers as sources of 
influence on their college aspirations, but they were mentioned 
later on as important sources of information during the search 
process. 
Friends as Sources of Influence 
Friends, for the most part, were not considered a source of 
influence on college aspirations. Only two, Ellie and Robert, 
cited friends as sources of influence in this early stage. Ellie 
mentioned she had friends in college who encouraged her to 
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consider a college education. "They have made me want to go to 
college even more," she said. Robert talked about how his friends 
suggested he should go to college, "I asked my friends how was 
college and they told me [it] is good. If you put effort in your 
studies it is going to be easy so I went to my counselor and he 
told me how to apply." 
Of four students attending Lambert, none cited the school 
counselor or the teachers as sources of influence on college 
aspirations. Neither the school counselor nor the teachers 
encouraged these students to consider college. This is an 
interesting phenomenon, given the fact that Lambert High School, 
as noted in chapter 3, has a successful college-bound program 
where 97% of seniors attend a postsecondary institution upon 
graduation. Lambert High also has a college advisor working 
exclusively with seniors. This finding seems to indicate that 
teachers and counselors at Lambert are less likely to encourage 
low-income, first-generation college-bound students to consider 
college. Additional research is needed in this area to examine 
and compare the experiences of both first-generation and non- 
first-generation students throughout the college search process. 
Additional research should also examine whether or not first- 
generation college-bound students tend to feel like outsiders and 
"out of place" even in an environment conductive to college. 
Preparing for College 
There was a disjunction among the times when Robert, 
Jackie, Victoria and Brian began considering attending college, 
% 
when they decided to attend, and when they began finding out 
about the courses of study needed to meet college requirements. 
Robert, for example, began thinking about going to college as 
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early as 8th grade, when he participated in a tour, sponsored by a 
pre-college program, of the State U campus. Robert, however, 
discovered in 12th grade that he had not taken courses of study 
that met college requirements. "The counselor told me [about the 
requirements] at the beginning of 12th grade," Robert said. He did 
not take the PSAT or the SAT. Robert indicated he was planning to 
take the SAT test during the summer, "I haven't take it yet 
because the school I'm going to doesn't need it." 
Table 4.8 
College Prerequisites 
Uncovering College 
Requirements Students 
Never knew 1 - Jackie 
3 - Danon, Savannah, 
9th grade Ellie 
10th grade 1 - Michael 
11th grade 2 - Brian, Sarani 
12th grade 2 - Victoria, Robert 
Jackie always knew she wanted to go to college. "It was 
just kind of assumed that I will go to college," she said. 
Jackie's aspirations and her efforts to plan for college, 
however, were somewhat paradoxical. She never found out about the 
% 
requirements for entering college, did not take the PSAT, and did 
not perform very well in the SAT test. Victoria always wanted to 
go to college but discovered in 12th grade that she was missing 
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some college requirements. She did not take the PSAT. Her 
perceived lack of fluency in the English language deterred her 
from making the decision sooner to go to college. Victoria did 
not avail herself very much of the high school's guidance 
services. She mentioned not knowing where to go with questions 
about preparing for college. 
Brian's aspirations and preparations for college, like 
Jackie, were also somewhat paradoxical. Brian talked about how he 
always understood the importance of attending college. "For as 
long as I can remember I knew that [attending] college was 
necessary," he said. However, Brian found out in the 11th grade 
that he had not taken the courses of study needed to meet college 
requirements. He expressed his disappointment. 
Well, I didn't look at my requirements until I found out that 
requirements have not been met . . . they [teachers and 
counselors] didn't stressed out my requirements early on . . . 
when I was getting ready to start my senior year they told me 
about the requirements I needed to meet. 
Brian did not take the PSAT or the SAT. 
Three students began taking active steps to prepare for 
college early on. Danon took the PSAT in 10th grade and later 
enrolled in a course to help him prepare to take the SAT. He 
began researching different colleges via the Internet in the 11th 
grade and participated in a weeklong tour of historically black 
colleges. Savannah mentioned she found out about college 
* 
requirements in 9th grade, "in here [at her school] they told us 
what was required . . . we had to sign out for certain classes . 
. . we really didn't have a choice about the classes but we had 
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to choose honors or AP [Advanced Placement] classes." Savannah 
took the PSAT and reported performing poorly in the SAT test. "My 
SAT score is very low," she said. She began researching different 
colleges via the Internet in 11th grade. Michael also began taking 
steps to prepare for college early on. Michael took the PSAT in 
11th grade and enrolled in a course to help him prepare to take 
the SAT. Michael began researching colleges via the Internet in 
11th grade. 
Some time elapsed between the time when some of the 
students began considering attending college and when they 
actually made the decision to attend thus beginning active 
preparation, such as finding out about college prerequisites. 
This finding is consistent with available research on first- 
generation college students, which found that the educational 
paths of these students are more likely to be disguised because 
they have less knowledge about college (York-Anderson & Bowman, 
1991). There seems to be a false sense of security from part of 
the students that college requirements would be met by their 
senior year even with a late start. First-generation college- 
bound students generally lack basic information about the 
necessary steps to prepare for college. Considering that 
attending college seems to be such a crucial decision on their 
part, it is ironic that getting ready for it seems less 
important. 
Only three students began preparing for college early on. 
Two students, Danon and Savannah, were attending Lambert High 
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School. The school climate at Lambert, as pointed out earlier in 
this chapter, is very favorable for students wanting to pursue a 
college education. Early college preparation seemed to have been 
influenced by this particular school climate. 
Searching for Colleges 
Once the students made the decision to attend college, they 
engaged in the process of searching for specific schools to apply 
to. The students established which college characteristics were 
important to them and, simultaneously, searched for colleges 
exhibiting these characteristics. Cost, geographic location and 
program availability were the most important characteristics 
cited by these students when searching for suitable options. 
The principal sources for gathering information about 
different schools were the school counselor, Internet searches, 
and college visits. The parents, the school counselor, teachers 
and friends were cited as sources of influence during the search 
process. 
Parents as Sources of Influence 
The students cited their parents as an important source of 
influence during the search process. Sarani, Victoria and Michael 
commented their parents helped them decide, from among the 
schools they were interested in, to which schools they should 
apply. This list was composed of suitable options according to 
% 
the students based on college characteristics that were important 
to them, such as program availability, geographic location, and 
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cost. Sarani talked about how her parents helped her decide which 
schools she should consider. 
We talked about how I should go about in choosing my colleges 
. we sat down together and talked about things that each school 
has . . . the type of school, if it is OK for me to go there and 
the distance . . . they helped me out choosing my colleges. 
Victoria pointed out that her mom helped her decide "to which 
colleges to apply to." Victoria also indicated that her mother 
helped her with college applications. Michael mentioned that his 
parents supported his decision to attend college and helped him 
identify the schools he should consider further. "They are 
supportive," he said, "we talk about where I want to be in a 
future and which college can provide that for me." Michael's 
parents also helped him with the financial aid application. 
The parents of these students played a key role during the 
search process. As discussed earlier, some of the parents were 
concerned about college costs and suggested schools to their 
children they deemed financially feasible, such as in-state, 
public schools. Cost influenced the type of school these parents 
deemed appropriate for their children. 
Because these parents have never attended college it is 
likely that the information they had about the different types of 
institutions and suitable options for their children was limited. 
The parents, however, were crucial in helping the students decide 
to which schools they should apply. 
School Counselors as Sources of Influence 
Ellie, Danon, Sarani and Robert said their school counselor 
was a source of influence and support during the search process. 
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School counselors helped these students with the applications, 
contacted some schools to inquire about admissions prerequisites, 
and encouraged the students to attend college. Ellie said her 
counselor contacted the admissions office at one of the schools 
she was interested in. 
She was talking to one of the counselors over there about some 
other student in our school and then she mentioned me because she 
remembered I wanted to go to River Path too . . . she talked to 
her [college counselor] about the business major, what 
requirements you'll need to get accepted into their business 
program. 
Danon commented that his guidance counselor helped him with 
the applications, "a week ago we just finished all my 
applications, all my college materials." Sarani indicated her 
counselor also helped her with the applications. "He's been very 
supportive," she said, "he has helped me with all the college 
applications." Robert credited his counselor with giving him the 
most information and exerting the greatest influence on his 
educational plans. He said that his counselor was the first 
person to talk to him about college. "He has been very good to 
me," said Robert, "he has encouraged me to go to college. He also 
told me what classes I needed to take [to go to college]." 
Three of the four students who cited the school counselor 
as a source of influence attended Melfield High School. These 
three also cited the teachers as sources of influence during the 
search process. 
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Teachers as Sources of Influence 
Jackie, Victoria, Robert, Sarani and Ellie indicated their 
teachers were influential during the search process. Teachers 
provided these students with support and encouragement and helped 
them with college applications. Jackie, for example, pointed out 
one of her teachers wanted her to apply to Mount Rocky. "He 
really wanted me to push higher than I did but I just ended up 
not doing it," she said. Victoria talked about how her teachers 
were supportive of her college plans. "I would say that all my 
teachers have been supportive," she said, "some of them have even 
offered to pay for some of my [college] applications fees so that 
the applications are sent on time." Robert commented that his 
teacher helped him with the applications and also reviewed his 
essays. Sarani talked about how her English teacher helped her 
with the applications. "My English teacher helped me with the 
essays," she said, "I wrote the essays and she checked them for 
me." Ellie pointed out that one of her teachers suggested 
different colleges she might want to considered, "she gave me 
information about which college I should go to based on my 
major." 
The encouragement and support these students received from 
teachers was important for a successful search process. These 
teachers encouraged the students to apply to competitive schools, 
% 
provided them with information about different schools, and 
helped them complete college applications. Four of the five 
students citing their teachers as sources of influence attended 
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Melfield High School. Three pointed out that not only their 
teachers were sources of support during the search process but 
also their school counselor. 
Friends as Sources of Influence 
Sarani, Ellie, Robert and Jackie cited friends as sources 
of influence when searching for schools to apply to. Sarani 
pointed out that one of her friends encouraged her to apply to 
River Path. "One of my friends, Laccia, encouraged me to apply to 
River Path because [it] is a good school," said Sarani, "I looked 
at it and liked it ... I applied to River Path and I was 
already accepted." Ellie said she wanted to go to State U because 
a cousin and a friend talked to her about the school. "One of my 
cousins is in State U right now and she told me a lot about State 
U," said Ellie, "my friend is from State U and my cousin is from 
State U . . . they told me to apply there." Robert found out 
about the school he ended up applying to "through a friend who is 
attending HHC." Jackie talked about her trip to Florida to 
accompany one of her friends. She said, "Last year I went with 
one of my friends to Florida and we visited some schools ... I 
have never heard from any of the schools [in Florida] but I went 
and I really liked one of them." 
Four students, all attending Melfield High, indicated their 
friends were an important source of influence and information 
% 
during the search process. Through friends, these students 
learned about some schools they ended up considering. All sources 
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of support — from parents, teachers, friends, and school 
counselors — were important in helping these students delineate 
the pathway to college. 
Information-Gathering Sources 
The sources of information cited by these students were the 
school counselor, Internet searches, college visits, college 
marketing materials, teachers, friends and parents. 
Table 4.9 
Sources of Information 
Sources of gathering information Students 
School Counselor 3 - Danon, Sarani, Robert 
Teachers 2 - Robert, Victoria 
Parents 1 - Brian, Victoria 
4 - Robert, Victoria, Jackie, 
Friends Sarani 
5 - Danon, Sarani, Jackie, 
Internet Searches Savannah, Michael 
8 - Danon, Sarani, Jackie, Michael, 
College Visits Ellie, Victoria, Robert, Savannah 
Marketing Materials 6 - Danon, Sarani, Jackie, Michael, 
Ellie, Robert, 
The school counselor as source of information. 
Danon, Sarani and Robert cited their school counselor as a 
% 
source of information during the search process. Danon said his 
counselor helped him identify schools offering his intended 
maior. "We looked into schools with business programs, he said. 
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"we looked at the catalogues in the office." Sarani talked about 
the information she received from her counselor. 
She told me about which colleges were good, the type of colleges 
that were more suitable to apply to if I meet the requirements . 
. . she [the counselor] said that no matter to which school I'll 
go to but how I make it there. 
Robert pointed out his counselor told him about the ESL program 
at HHC; this was information which made him interested in 
attending this particular school. 
Of the nine students participating in this study, only 
three cited the school counselor as a source of information. One 
student of the three, Danon, attended Lambert High School. The 
fact that few students cited the school counselor as a source of 
information necessitates further research in this area. The role 
of the school counselor in helping students plan and execute 
their college search process is particularly important for first- 
generation college-bound students, because generally unable to 
seek the help of their parents (Lareau, 1987; McDonough, 1997; 
York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991), they are more likely to seek the 
help of high school personnel for guidance during this process 
(McDonough, 1997). Further research is needed, for example, to 
explore why most students in this study did not seek the school 
counselor for information on the college search process. There 
seemed to have been a sense of inadequacy and shyness from part 
of the students, particularly those attending Lambert High, which 
restricted their willingness and likelihood to seek the 
assistance of the school counselor. 
134 
lins searches ss sources of information. 
The students in the study used the Internet extensively for 
gathering information about different schools. The students also 
used the Internet to apply to schools on-line, to apply for 
financial aid, to research and apply for scholarships, and to 
register for the SAT test. Michael, Savannah, Danon, Sarani, and 
Jackie reported using the College Board organization website as a 
starting point when researching colleges. Savannah mentioned she 
used the Internet extensively to research colleges. 
I went on-line and I registered at Collegeboard.com. They asked 
me what I wanted to major in, in what I was interested and they 
gave me this whole list of colleges. At the beginning I 
researched the schools that I heard about from other people, and 
if I liked the school I kept looking more into it. 
Savannah also talked about how time consuming this type of 
research was. 
There are so many [colleges] that you don't know about so you 
•^©ally have to research for what you want. There are so many 
colleges so you have to go through every single one of them and 
you have to go to the different websites. 
Savannah pointed out she did most of her research at home. "Most 
of the information I got is from home because I research at 
home," she said, "I don't have time to go over there [computer 
lab at school] and look through things." Michael talked about how 
he gathered most of the information about colleges on-line, "I 
pretty much did it on-line, most of it, just type in the major 
that you want and it will show you a list of colleges that have 
it . . . just keep narrowing it down by different things." Jackie 
said she found information about colleges "mostly from the 
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Internet." Jackie also talked about how she requested two 
applications for admission through the Internet but they never 
arrived so she ended up applying for admissions on-line. 
When applying on-line they don't send you information, so I had a 
lot of questions ... I applied on-line because I didn't have 
the applications, but I should have never done it on-line because 
the two schools I applied to on-line I still haven't heard from. 
Victoria, Sarani and Robert applied for financial aid on¬ 
line. All three enlisted the help of the Talent Search Program 
when filing the FAFSA on-line. Sarani described the type of help 
she received from Talent Search. 
Talent Search from the Career Center help you to send it on-line. 
She gives you the PIN [Personal Identification Number] form to 
apply for a PIN number because that's going to be your signature 
instead of doing it on paper. It's easier to do it on-line so she 
help you do it on-line. 
Victoria talked about how she applied for financial aid on-line 
and also received help from Talent Search, "I picked up the 
application at the guidance office and did it [on paper], then I 
went to Talent Search and they helped me to file it on-line." 
Victoria, however, had difficulties navigating the process of 
filing for aid on-line. 
I did it the best I could, I did it in Spanish. They [-HHC] sent 
me a paper with a code number to go to the computer and verify 
the information but I don't know how it works. I don't know how 
to look at the information, I don't know how to check. I might 
have to call HHC directly and ask them. 
Sarani, Robert and Victoria reported applying on-line to 
several scholarships. Sarani talked about how she applied for two 
scholarships "on-line through the FAFSA website." Victoria also 
used the FAFSA website to research for scholarship opportunities. 
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"In the FAFSA website I found information about scholarships," 
she said, "I applied for some of them on-line but for others I 
needed to request an application." 
The students in this study relied heavily on the use of the 
Internet to gather information about colleges, to apply for 
financial aid and admissions, and to research scholarship 
opportunities. The students generally reported encountering 
difficulties navigating the on-line system. Jackie, for example, 
applied for admissions on-line but reported problems and 
frustrations trying to understand and navigate the on-line 
system, including not knowing if the school received the 
application. Victoria encountered difficulties applying for 
financial aid on-line and indicated not knowing anyone who could 
help her with questions. Michael, Jackie and Sarani reported 
being overwhelmed by the number of schools to choose from and by 
knowing so little about the different options available. 
Computers were accessible to these students; eight had 
computers at home. Computers were also accessible at their 
respective schools. Sarani, Victoria and Danon frequently used 
the computers at the school because they could get help when 
using the Internet. Having computer access at home and at school 
did not prevent the difficulties and challenges these students 
confronted when navigating the Internet. 
College visits as sources of information. 
Danon, Robert, Jackie, Sarani, Ellie, Savannah, Victoria, 
and Michael indicated that college visits were an important 
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source for gathering information about different schools. Some 
college visits mentioned by these students, however, were not the 
typical one-hour tour around campus. Danon, for example, 
participated in a weeklong college tour while Sarani participated 
in a weekend-long stay. 
Danon talked about his participation, the previous year, in 
a weeklong tour of black colleges. 
I went on a black colleges tour and we visited colleges in 
Louisiana, Alabama, Atlanta, Maryland. It is important to visit 
them because you don't want to pick a college just because it has 
a good nane and a good reputation. 
Danon ended up applying to North Caroline ANT, a school he 
visited during the black colleges tour. "I learned a lot about 
the environment, how people were, the buildings, sports 
facilities," he said. Jackie pointed out that she applied to 
Florida National University (FNU) only after visiting the school, 
"I visited the school when I went to Florida with a friend and I 
liked the campus . . . the information was very helpful ... I 
had the opportunity to see the campus, the surroundings, the 
people, the environment." Sarani talked about her weekend-long 
stay at Mount Rocky College. 
I participated in this program and we had the chance to go to 
some classes. It was a program where you stay overnight a weekend 
and then on Monday you go to class and meet people. There were 
few people in the classes, the teacher was talking to you, she 
knows who you are and you know them ... I like a place like 
that. 
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Mount Rocky became Sarani's first choice after she stayed at the 
school. Victoria, on her part, talked about how she decided to 
apply to HHC. 
There was a school field trip to visit HHC. They [staff at HCC] 
gave us an orientation and when we came back, I went and I got an 
application from the guidance office. The most I liked about HHC 
was their bilingual [ESL] program. 
Michael commented that college visits influenced the schools he 
considered. 
With the visits you learn more than in the brochures. You 
actually see the place because anything can look nice in a 
brochure. The first college I visited was North Eaton 
[University], I liked it right away so every other school after 
that didn't live up to them. 
College visits were deemed an important source of 
information by most of these students. Of the eight students who 
cited college visits as sources of information, three attended 
Lambert High School. Non-traditional college visits seemed to 
have been more appropriate and influential for the students. 
College marketing materials as sources of information. 
The students reported using the information some schools 
sent to them as a tool to help decide whether to continue 
considering the particular school or not. Sarani, Savannah, Danon 
and Jackie indicated requesting information through the Internet, 
Robert requested information at a college fair, while Ellie and 
Victoria requested information through the mail. 
Danon indicated the materials he received included information 
"about sports facilities, sport teams and in what division they 
are in, cultural background of colleges, how many people of color 
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are there." Danon pointed out the most useful information he 
received was "information about the business schools and the 
school's sports facilities." Victoria mentioned that the 
marketing materials she received included "information about the 
courses they have, how the college is, campus maps." Victoria 
said, "the most helpful information was about the different 
courses they [the schools] offered." Robert indicated the 
information he found most useful was "information about the 
courses they offer, the atmosphere." The information Sarani found 
most useful was about "what they can offer us, the teachers, 
student ratios, what is expected of us." Ellie mentioned she 
received catalogues from the colleges, which she found very 
useful. 
I like to look at catalogues for information more than the 
Internet because the catalogues go straight to what I need to 
know, like how they look like and class size. In the Internet is 
different, you have to go there and look. I like the feel of 
getting the catalogues and go straight to what I need." 
Jackie, on the other hand, was disappointed by the information 
she received from colleges. "I don't know," she said, "I really 
didn't learn much from their packets." Jackie pointed out the 
most useful information she received was about business schools. 
Michael talked about how he did not have to request information 
from schools because they sent it on their own. Michael commented 
that all the information he received was useful "because they 
tell you what they have, what they can offer you." However, he 
was overwhelmed by the amount of information he received. 
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"sometimes it is overwhelming how much stuff they send you. After 
a while you get so much stuff from so many colleges. I have piles 
stocked up in my house." 
Limiting Alternatives - Decision Criteria 
The students in the study narrowed down the list of schools 
they wanted to apply to based primarily on three characteristics: 
cost, geographic location and program availability. Cost, 
discussed previously in this chapter, was a major concern for 
some of the students. 
After cost, geography played an important role in 
determining the schools Danon, Savannah, Ellie, Robert, and 
Victoria considered. Danon commented he was applying mostly to 
colleges in Massachusetts. "I want something close," Danon said, 
"I wouldn't like to go to places like Calgary or California 
[be]cause if something happens, I want to come straight home 
instead of buying all these plane tickets." Geographic location 
also limited the schools Savannah considered. "The location was 
very important," Savannah said, "I'm applying to colleges that 
are near Lambert because I don't want to leave my family. A lot 
of them are private colleges, smaller colleges near home." Ellie 
mentioned she wanted to stay close to home to take care of her 
family, "because they can't speak English very well so, I'm 
trying to stay close to home." Robert and Victoria commented they 
wanted to attend schools close to home. Victoria, for example, 
said she wanted to attend LTCC "because it is closer and people 
tell me it is very good." 
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Geographic location played an important role in 
determining the schools these students considered. All, except 
Michael and Jackie, expressed an interest in attending schools 
close to home. This finding is consistent with available research 
on first-generation college students (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996) 
suggesting that this type of students tends to prefer schools 
close to home. 
Jackie, Sarani, Danon and Michael considered schools 
offering their intended major. Jackie, for example, indicated 
that she only looked at schools with business programs. "All the 
colleges I'm interested in is because of their business 
departments ... I just wanted to have schools that have a lot 
of options for business," she said. Sarani, besides looking for 
schools with political science departments, also looked at 
prestigious schools, "first, I looked at prestigious colleges for 
girls [women] and then I looked at those that have political 
science [programs]." Danon said he narrowed down his choices 
based on his intended major. "I'm applying to State U because of 
its business school, to Bentson and Barson because of their 
business school and because they are close to home . . ; UHH 
because of its business school," he said. Michael pointed out he 
first looked at schools offering mechanical engineering, "that 
was the first thing and then after that what other programs they 
have, like internships or co-ops." Ellie talked about how she 
applied to colleges with business schools. 
State U has a business school and I heard from other students and 
teachers that the business school up there is very good . . . and 
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then River Path because they have an international business 
program. I think that international business is one of the things 
I could consider and then LTCC . . . LTCC has a very good 
business program ... I basically looked at their business 
schools. 
Program availability was an important characteristic 
students used to narrow down suitable alternatives, after cost 
and geographic location were factored in. Because these students 
generally applied to schools offering their intended major, 
further consideration of a particular institution usually 
depended on cost and location. 
These students considered only those schools they thought 
were likely to offer them admission. Danon pointed out he was 
likely to be accepted in all the schools he applied to. 
I have a good chance of being accepted to all of them because I 
had better grades in 11th and 12th grade . . . they were not that 
good the first year in high school . . . this is what schools 
look for, better grades at the end. 
Jackie also indicated she was likely to be accepted in all the 
schools she applied to. "I was already accepted to State U," she 
said, "I didn't apply to schools that might be a challenge to get 
in to. I didn't apply to top schools." Brian commented he was 
applying to two-year colleges because he was not ready for a 
four-year school. "I didn't extract enough from high school," he 
said, "my grades are not good, they are below average." Savannah 
mentioned she was careful into looking at entrance requirements 
« 
before applying. She said, "My GPA is not that high and I didn't 
want colleges that I couldn't get in. My SAT scores is very low 
too." 
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The students generally forged their own way in sorting 
through the different schools, not availing themselves very much 
of the high schools' guidance services. These students, for the 
most part, did not enlist the help of their counselors in sorting 
through the many college options available. Savannah, Jackie and 
Michael talked about using the College Board organization website 
as a starting point to gather information about colleges and, 
simultaneously, to narrow down the number of alternatives based 
on desired characteristics. All three reported being overwhelmed 
by the number of colleges to choose from and by knowing so little 
about different college options. 
Cost, geographic location and program availability 
generally determined the schools these students considered. The 
students in the study were also careful to look into entrance 
requirements before applying to a particular school. The students 
considered only those schools they thought were likely to offer 
them admission. 
The Application Process 
For some in the study the application process was found to 
be increasingly pressurized, accelerated and stressful. These 
students reported feeling pressure from the parents, school 
counselor and friends in deciding to which college to apply to 
and in sending in applications. Jackie, Melissa and Savannah 
pointed out the timeframe between deciding which college to apply 
to and completing the application (usually between December and 
March) was narrow and stressful. 
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Table 4.10 
Applying for College 
Application Process Students 
Stressful 3 - Jackie, Savannah, Brian 
Time-consuming 3 - Sarani, Savannah, Michael 
Difficult 1 - Robert 
Easy 1 - Victoria 
Accelerated 3 - Jackie, Savannah, Sarani 
Jackie indicated that the process of applying to college 
was very stressful for her. "It was very stressful for me," 
Jackie said, "at times I felt behind . . .I'll hear other people 
talk about it and most of them had already finished their 
applications." Sarani commented the application process was 
speeded up and she was not sure she could finished the 
applications on-time. "I think I'll need more time to fill out 
the applications," she said. Savannah mentioned that the 
application process was a very long process. "A lot of work . . . 
a lot of time put into it, very stressing . . . there are so many 
[schools] that you don't know about so you really have to search 
for what you want," she said. Victoria and Robert, on the other 
hand, found the application process easy, although Robert found 
the application process "a little difficult because of the 
essays." Victoria added that the application process was easy for 
her, "I just filled out the applications," she said, "I didn't 
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need letters of recommendation." Victoria and Robert applied only 
to two-year schools. 
The application process, in general, was a stressful and 
intimidating process for these students. This seemed to indicate 
that the role of the school counselor in helping students plan 
for and execute their college search process continues to be a 
very important role, particularly for first-generation college- 
bound students. 
Discussion 
College costs were a major concern for these students and 
ultimately determined the schools they considered. For some, 
money was a concern from the moment they began thinking about 
college. College costs deterred the students from considering 
some schools, particularly private schools and schools outside 
the state. The students organized possible college choices around 
a range of acceptable schools based primarily on cost, geographic 
location, and program availability. Cost was the most important 
v 
criteria used when narrowing down suitable college options. These 
students applied to schools they knew they could not afford based 
on their expectations of financial aid. This finding is 
consistent with previous research (King, 1996; Orfield, 1992) 
indicating that students tend to consider only those schools they 
think they can afford, applying on the basis of their 
% 
expectations of financial aid. Eight mentioned planning to 
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use financial aid to pay for college. The students generally 
expressed concerns about not being able to attend college without 
financial aid. 
All nine students in this study assumed that paying for 
college was solely their own responsibility, not the 
responsibility of their parents. This is a key finding because 
existing research on college choice (Hossler, et al., 1999; 
McDonough, 1997) suggests that students often know less about 
financial aid processes than do their parents because they assume 
that paying for college is their parents' responsibility. Because 
most studies on college choice have been conducted with students 
from upper-middle-income families (Chapman, 1984; Chapman & 
Jackson, 1987; Hossler, et al., 1999) this finding encourages 
further research on students from low-income backgrounds. The 
students in this study, anticipating their parents would not have 
money to pay for college, applied for financial aid as a way to 
pay college costs. Among the students participating in this 
study there was a belief that financial aid awards would be 
enough to cover all of their expenses. 
The students generally were not knowledgeable about 
different types of aid. The students, for example, did not 
consider student loans a type of aid. Student loans were 
generally perceived to be part of the expected family 
contribution and not as aid. They were not viewed as an 
investment but rather as a burden after graduation because the 
debt was not seen as manageable. Most, refusing to borrow money 
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to pay for college, saw the repayment of student loans as an 
impediment to having a prosperous, successful, and debt-free life 
after graduation. This finding is consistent with existing 
research (Baum, 1996; Mortenson, 1988; Orfield, 1992) showing 
that low-income students tend to be less able and willing than 
middle-income students to borrow money to finance a college 
education because they are less likely to think they can repay 
the loans. 
The students indicated not having information about 
different financial aid programs or perceiving the need to seek 
out relevant information. The students in this study expressed a 
belief that completing the FAFSA and sending it for processing by 
the March deadline would be enough to obtain adequate financial 
aid. This belief, consequently, lessened the need of the students 
to look for additional information on types of aid. Also, these 
students were not knowledgeable about institutional aid programs 
or scholarship opportunities available at the schools they were 
considering. 
Studies on college choice have suggested that offering 
financial aid to low-income students has positive effects on 
their decisions to enroll in college (Ginsburg & Mclaughlin, 
1991; Jackson, 1978). The findings from this study show financial 
aid awards had a strong effect on most students' matriculation 
* 
decisions. The smaller the unmet need, the greater the likelihood 
that the student would enroll in a particular institution. The 
level of unmet need influenced the decisions of these students to 
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enroll at a particular school more than did a specific amount or 
type of aid awarded. In most cases, small amounts of aid 
influenced matriculation decisions more than did large awards, 
between $15,000—$20,000, when the award lowered considerably the 
cost of attendance at the particular school and the students had 
to pay very little money on their own to cover any unmet need. 
Researchers (Jackson, 1982; Hossler and Bean, 1990) have found 
that relatively small amounts of aid can have a significant 
impact on student college choice decisions. The students in this 
study, in general, decided to enroll at the school offering them 
the largest financial aid package in relation to the cost of 
attendance. In most cases, the offering of financial aid was not 
enough to allow these students to enroll at more expensive, 
private institutions. 
According to McDonough's concept of habitus (1997) each 
school offers a distinct habitus in which the college choice 
decision-making occurs. This habitus might not affect all 
students equally like in the case of low-income, first-generation 
college-bound students. Findings from this study indicate these 
types of students are likely to share a common habitus based on 
their experiences and beliefs as low-income, first-generation 
college students. These experiences and beliefs might have 
discouraged some of the students in this study from enlisting the 
* 
help of the school counselor during the college search process. 
Only one student attending Lambert High talked about working 
closely with the school counselor throughout the process. The 
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students attending Lambert High were also less likely to mention 
their teachers as sources of influence during the choice process. 
The students in this study generally began considering 
college when they were in 8th or 9th grade. The school they were 
attending, apparently, did not affect this phenomenon. Of the 
four students attending Lambert High, two began considering 
college in middle school while another student always planned to 
attend college. Similarly, of the five students attending 
Melfield High School, two began considering college in middle 
school while a third student always planned to attend college. 
In general, the high schools these students attended did 
not influence how they applied for financial aid and choose an 
institution to attend. Lambert High, for example, had a college 
advisor whose sole responsibility was to assist Lambert students 
in planning for and executing their college search process. The 
school has had the same college advisor for the past 13 years. In 
her interview, the college advisor reported being very 
knowledgeable about the college planning process and financial 
aid matters. The school climate at Lambert was conducive to 
encouraging students to attend college. Statistical data 
presented in chapter 3 show that, upon graduation, students 
attending Lambert High School are more likely to enroll at four- 
year institutions than those attending Melfield High School. 
* 
At Melfield High, on the other hand, a single school 
counselor assists the seniors with the college planning process 
on a rotating basis, and a different counselor is assigned to 
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work with seniors each year. The school counselor assisting the 
students at Melfield High this year recognized she was not very 
knowledgeable about the college planning process and how to 
obtain financial aid. 
The students identified their parents, teachers, the school 
counselor, and friends as sources of influence, although the 
parents were cited as the most important source of influence on 
college aspirations. All nine students indicated their parents 
were supportive of their college plans. Because these parents 
have never attended college, they were generally unable to 
provide the students with information about the steps needed to 
prepare for college. Nevertheless, parental encouragement was 
important early and throughout the college choice process. Only 
three students cited the school counselor as a source of 
influence on college aspirations showing that, for the most part, 
the school counselor did not influence the aspirations of these 
students or instill the desire to attend college. These three 
students attended Melfield High School. Only one student cited 
both teachers and the school counselor as sources of influence on 
college aspirations. 
The aspirations these students conveyed throughout the 
study were consistent with their intent to pursue a college 
education. The students aspired to obtain professional jobs in 
the areas of business, engineering, education, political science 
and law. 
151 
For some students, considering attending college did not 
encourage them to begin active preparation for college. For the 
most part, there was a disjunction between the time when some of 
the students began considering college, when they decided to 
attend, and when they began active preparation such as finding 
out about the courses of study needed to meet college 
requirements. Two of the three students who began preparing for 
college early attended Lambert High School. The school climate at 
Lambert is advantageous for students desiring to pursue a college 
education. The early college preparations these students engaged 
in seemed to have been influenced by this particular school 
climate. 
The parents, school counselors, teachers and friends were 
identified as sources of influence during the search process. The 
parents, in particular, played a key role in this stage. All nine 
students reported that encouragement from their parents was very 
important for the realization of their college plans, even when 
the parents provided them with little information about the 
search process or the steps needed to enter college. The parents, 
for the most part, were unable to provide these students with 
information about different types of institutions and suitable 
college options. Although most likely lacking the cultural 
capital that people who have attended college tend to have, these 
parents were still able to influence the schools the students 
seriously considered. 
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Four students cited the school counselor as a source of 
influence during the search stage. One of them attended Lambert 
High School. This is a surprising finding, given the fact that 
Lambert High had a college advisor who sole responsibility was to 
support the students throughout the college search process. Three 
students in this study cited both the school counselor and 
teachers as sources of influence and support during the search 
process. All three attended Melfield High. 
The majority of students in the study, as suggested by the 
small number of students citing the school counselor as a source 
of influence, forged their own way in sorting through the 
different colleges, not availing themselves very much of the high 
schools' guidance services, whether they were attending Lambert 
or Melfield High School. Four students reported working closely 
with their counselor in identifying colleges to apply to. The 
students generally did not enlist the help of their counselors in 
sorting through the many options and selecting the most suitable 
schools. Three reported using the College Board website as a 
starting point to research colleges and said they became 
overwhelmed by their limited understanding of different college 
options. Deciding upon a list of suitable schools was a confusing 
and intimidating process for these students. 
The lack of knowledge some of these students exhibited 
about the different types of institutions and college options was 
evident. The students generally referred to private colleges as 
expensive, small schools, while public schools were referred to 
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as affordable and big. Only two students focused on attending a 
prestigious school, although the word "prestigious,/ was never 
used. The students referred to these schools as competitive 
colleges. The three students who were planning to attend two-year 
schools were unaware of the open admissions policy existing at 
these schools. 
The students in this study expressed a common concern of 
not being able to enroll in a college without adequate financial 
aid. Because most studies on college choice have been conducted 
with students from higher socioeconomic status (Chapman, 1984; 
Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Hossler, et al., 1999), there is a need 
for the development of a new college choice model that focuses on 
the offering of financial aid as an integral part of the college 
choice process: a model that could account for the experiences of 
low-income, first-generation college students such as the 
students participating in this study. 
Aid Recipient College Choice Model 
Existing college choice models — Jackson (1982), Chapman 
(1984), Hanson and Litten (1982), and Hossler and Gallagher 
(1987) -- have focused primarily on students with higher levels 
of cultural capital at home and in school. Most studies on 
college choice (Chapman, 1984; Chapman & Jackson, 1987; Hossler, 
et al., 1999) have been conducted with students from high-income 
families. Existing knowledge of college choice needs adaptation 
to explain the process as it pertains to low-income, first- 
generation college students. 
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ThG findings from this study are generally not applicable 
to most econometric models of college choice. Economic models are 
rooted in econometric assumptions that prospective college 
students are rational actors and make careful cost-benefit 
analyses (Hossler et al., 1999). Economic models assume that, as 
students consider colleges, they can detail the advantages and 
disadvantages of each. However, the findings from this study 
indicate that these students generally lacked basic knowledge 
about college selectivity and the different types of institutions 
available. 
Findings from this study cannot be explained with existing 
models on college choice. The findings indicate, for example, the 
students applied to schools they knew they could not afford based 
on their expectations of financial aid. The findings also show 
that financial aid awards had a strong effect on most of these 
students' matriculation decisions. Of four major models on 
college choice, only the Hanson and Litten (1982) model proposes 
a process of application for financial aid. The model presents 
two parallel, but interrelated processes of application for 
admissions and for financial aid. This model needs adaptation to 
accommodate the experiences of low-income students who would 
always apply for both admissions and financial aid. 
Findings from the study indicate that expectation of 
* 
* 
financial aid had a direct effect on which colleges the students 
considered. The Chapman (1984) model proposes that family income 
has a direct effect on which colleges are considered; however, it 
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does not take into consideration the effects of financial aid. 
The Hossler and Gallagher (1987) model's choice stage proposes 
that students compare the academic and social attributes of each 
college they have applied to and seek the best value with the 
greatest benefits when choosing an institution to enroll. 
Findings from the study indicate, however, that financial aid 
packages were the primary determinant for most of these students 
when choosing an institution. 
The college choice process the students in this study went 
through is depicted in the model presented in Figure 4.3. The 
proposed model, the aid recipient college choice model, is an 
adaptation, based on the findings from this study, of the Hossler 
and Gallagher (1987) college choice model and the Hanson and 
Litten (1982) college attendance/choice process model. The latter 
proposes a schematic distinction between the two parallel but 
interrelated processes of application for admissions and for 
financial aid. The premise is that although all students go 
through the process of applying for admissions, not all of them 
go through the process of applying for financial aid. However, 
because the focus of the aid recipient college choice model is on 
the non-traditional, low-income, first-generation college-bound 
applicant, the model assumes the students go through both the 
process of applying for admissions and that of applying for 
% 
financial aid. 
The Hossler and Gallagher (1987) model has been built upon 
in this study mainly because the model is widely utilized and 
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recognized by scholars studying the college choice process 
(Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997) and because it 
emphasizes the student. The model looks at the process of college 
choice from the students' viewpoint and not from that of the 
institution. 
The Hossler and Gallagher model (Figure 4.1) proposes a 
simple yet conceptual model of college choice emphasizing the 
student rather than the institution. The model is composed of 
three stages: predisposition, search and choice. The 
predisposition stage is the time when students decide to go to 
college. The search stage is the information-gathering stage 
where students learn about specific institutions and their 
characteristics. It is in the search stage where students 
consider and evaluate possible colleges to apply to. In the 
choice stage the student chooses a particular institution to 
enroll in. 
Figure 4.1 Hossler and Gallagher (1987) College Choice Model 
Predisposition ► Search Choice 
The Hanson and Litten model (Figure 4.2) proposes a 
schematic distinction between the two parallel, but interrelated 
process of applying for admissions and for financial aid. The 
model is divided in three stages: Stage one, which includes both 
the desire and the decision to attend college; Stage two, which 
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includes the investigation of institutions; and Stage three, 
which includes the applications for admission, admission itself, 
and matriculation. 
Figure 4.2 Hanson and Litten (1982) College Attendance/Choice 
Process 
Desire to 
attend 
Decision 
(plans) to 
attend 
* 
Investigation 
of institutions 
Aid granted 
(amount, 
package) 
I 
Applications 
for admission 
I 
Admission 
▼ 
Decision to 
apply for aid 
Stage One 
Stage Two 
Stage Three 
Enrollment 
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Figure 4.3 below presents a simplified model of the college 
choice process. The proposed five-stage model, the aid recipient 
college choice model, depicts a series of interactive processes 
focusing on the low-income, first-generation college applicant. 
The model is applicable to recent high school graduates. The 
model proposes five stages: (1) college aspirations, (2) active 
preparation (3) search, (4) decision criteria, and (5) choice. 
The search stage is the information-gathering stage where 
students learn about different schools and apply for financial 
assistance. 
159 
Figure 4.3 The Aid Recipient College Choice Model 
Background and Personal 
Characteristics 
• Parental Education 
• Socioeconomic Status 
• Academic Ability 
• Educational Aspirations 
• Benefits Sought 
4 
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Sources of Influence 
• Family 
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4 
Search 
4 
Decision Criteria 
• Cost 
• Location 
• Programs 
4 
Sources of Information 
Counselors 
Teachers 
Friends 
Internet 
College Visits 
Marketing 
Materials 
Stage One - College Aspirations 
Drawing upon Hanson and Litten's (1982) observations, a student 
first expresses a desire to attend college and later makes the 
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decision to actually attend. This stage assumes students begin 
considering attending college between 8th and 9th grade but will 
not begin active preparation for college at this time. A year or 
two are likely to pass between the time when students first 
express a desire to attend college and when they begin active 
preparation. The decision to attend college is strongly 
influenced by the aspiration of obtaining a professional job and 
receiving benefits such as getting a good job, making money, 
furthering one's education and earning graduate degrees. 
The principal sources of influence in this stage are 
parents, teachers, school counselors and friends. Parents are the 
most important source of influence on college aspirations. School 
counselors and friends are considered a lesser source of 
influence on college aspirations. Encouragement and support from 
parents in this early stage is important for the realization of 
college plans. Indeed, there is a positive association between 
parental encouragement and students' educational aspirations 
(Conklin & Dailey, 1981). Parents play a key role in this stage 
even when they provide students with little actual information 
about the steps needed to prepare for college. 
Stage Two - Active Preparation 
In this stage, students begin taking active steps to 
prepare for college, such as finding out about college 
prerequisites and application deadlines. College prerequisites 
could be uncovered at different points in high school. Teachers 
are the principal source of support for students once active 
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preparation for college begins. Parents who are not college- 
educated are generally unable to provide students with 
information about prerequisites or about the steps needed to 
prepare for college. Parents, consequently, are not very 
influential in this stage even when parental encouragement 
continues to be important. In this stage, students have not 
decided which schools to apply to and have not begun researching 
schools. 
Stage Three - Search 
In the search stage students begin gathering information 
about the many college options available and begin researching 
specific schools they learn of through "word of mouth." The high 
school counselor, teachers and friends are sources of information 
in this stage and would generally recommend specific schools to 
students. The school counselor is an important source of 
information in this stage. Other sources of information in this 
stage are the Internet, college visits and college marketing 
materials. The use of the Internet is an integral part of the 
information-gathering process occurring in this stage. The 
Internet is often used for gathering information about schools, 
applying for admissions on-line, applying for financial aid, and 
researching scholarship opportunities. College visits are also an 
important source of information in the search stage, particularly 
non-traditional visits such as weekend-long stays. College visits 
and marketing materials directly from schools are important in 
helping students decide whether to continue considering a 
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particular school. In this stage students are likely to feel 
overwhelmed by the number of schools to choose from and by the 
many different college options available. 
Sources of influence in this stage are the parents, 
teachers, school counselors, and friends. Consistent with 
previous studies (Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997; Smith & 
Bers, 1989) parental influence is important during the search 
process. Parents are likely to influence which schools the 
students would consider further, even when they know very little 
about the different types of institutions and which schools are 
more suitable for their children. In this stage, the parents, 
generally concerned about costs, tend to recommend to their 
children schools they deem financially feasible. 
Stage Four - Decision Criteria 
In this stage students establish which college 
characteristics are important to them and, simultaneously, search 
for schools exhibiting these characteristics. In this stage the 
students learn about specific institutions and their 
characteristics and develop a set of exclusion factors to narrow 
down the number of alternatives. The criteria commonly used to 
narrow down the number of schools to be considered are cost, 
geographic location and program availability. College cost is a 
major concern in this stage and would deter students from 
considering some schools. Students have a tendency to prefer 
schools close to home. Program availability is a secondary 
decision criterion, considered only after cost and geographic 
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location are factored into the process. The sources of 
information identified in this stage are counselors, teachers, 
friends, Internet, and college marketing materials. It is in this 
stage where students submit college applications. 
In the search stage, besides looking for colleges to apply 
to, students apply for financial assistance. The processes of 
applying for aid and that of applying for admissions become 
intertwined. The cost of pursuing a college education is a major 
concern for students in this stage. Students apply to schools 
based on their expectations of financial aid. Consistent with 
existing research (King, 1996; Orfield, 1992) students tend to 
consider only those schools they think they can afford, applying 
on the basis of their expectations of financial aid. In this 
stage students are likely to express concern about not being able 
to enroll in college without adequate financial assistance. 
Stage Five - Choice 
Parents are the most important source of influence in the 
choice stage. Even when parents strongly influence their 
children's choice of college, financial aid awards tend to have 
the strongest effect on students' matriculation decisions. 
Consistent with previous findings (Leslie & Brinkman, 1993) 
economically disadvantaged students attend college because of 
financial aid, and they would be unable to enroll without it. The 
% 
students generally enroll at the school that offers them the 
biggest financial aid award in relation to the cost of 
attendance. 
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Receiving enough financial aid to cover all college costs 
is important for students. The students generally do not have 
money to contribute towards college costs and tend to assume 
their expected family contribution would be zero. The students 
are likely to enroll at the school offering the lowest unmet need 
after aid is applied to the cost of attendance. An unmet need, 
even if small, is likely to deter students from considering 
particular schools. In this stage students are likely to reject 
schools offering them over $24,000 in financial assistance, and 
enroll instead at a school offering smaller financial aid 
packages. The students are likely to enroll at public instead of 
private, elite institutions. Adding new knowledge to existing 
research (Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995; Leslie & Brinkman, 1993) the 
findings from this study show that the offering of student aid 
was not enough to allow low-income students to enroll at private, 
more expensive institutions. 
This model adds to our knowledge of how low-income, first- 
generation college-bound students go about the process of 
obtaining financial aid and that of choosing an institution for 
enrollment. The model portrays the process of obtaining financial 
aid as an integral part of the college choice process. This is 
important because findings from this study indicate that students 
were unable to enroll in college without financial aid; in fact, 
% 
they expected financial aid to cover all college expenses. The 
model also reveals that parental encouragement is crucial during 
the college search process. The students reported receiving 
165 
encouragement from their parents during the entire process and 
indicated that it was very important for the realization of their 
college plans. 
The model proposes the school counselor as an important 
source of information during the college search process of these 
students. Few students in this study. however. cited the 
counselor as source of influence. This finding provides a 
framework for additional research on the role of the school 
counselor in helping low-income, first-generation college-bound 
students plan for and execute their college search process. 
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CHAPTER 5 
IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The purpose of this study was to explore how low-income, 
first-generation college-bound students understand and make sense 
of the process of obtaining financial aid, as a source of 
influence on the larger process of making college choice 
decisions. The study emphasized college costs and financial aid 
as important aspects of the college choice process that 
influences students' educational aspirations, plans, and choices. 
In particular, this study sought to explore how low-income, 
first-generation college-bound students sought to overcome 
initial lack of understanding about financial aid processes and 
colleges, and what it takes in the way of support and resources 
in order to realize postsecondary aspirations. 
A qualitative research design was chosen for this study in 
order to understand, from the students' perspective, the process 
of obtaining financial aid and choosing a college. Key research 
questions included: (1) How do students find out about financial 
aid and how to apply? (2) What aspects of the financial, aid 
process are either well or poorly understood by students? (3) Do 
students understand the same information about financial aid in 
different ways? and (4) In what ways does the financial aid 
process influence college choices? 
Initially, the study focused on the process of obtaining 
financial aid; however, the emphasis shifted to the role of 
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financial aid in the larger college choice process, given the 
strong extent to which students perceived these two processes as 
being intertwined. 
Findings from this study reveal that costs were a major 
concern for most students, from the time they began considering 
college until their choice of a particular school. College costs 
generally deterred the students in this study from considering 
some schools, particularly those that were private or outside the 
state. The parents, also concerned about cost, promoted college 
choices they deemed financially feasible while discouraging other 
more expensive options. The ways in which financial aid could 
reduce "sticker prices" were poorly understood by most of the 
students and their families. Choices were also perceived as being 
limited by the fact that most students cited having no money to 
contribute towards their postsecondary education. All nine 
students participating in this study assumed that paying for 
college was solely their own responsibility, not the 
responsibility of their parents, and financial aid was seen as a 
way to help themselves as independent individuals cover college 
costs. The fact that these students make this assumption 
regarding their responsibility to pay for college is a key 
finding that sets this study apart from previous research. This 
finding moves beyond previous research (Hossler, et al., 1999; 
McDonough, 1997) that found that students from high socioeconomic 
backgrounds defer the issue of college costs and financial aid to 
their parents, assuming they would handle the expenses. 
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The students were generally not knowledgeable about 
different types of aid and did not recognize the need to seek out 
relevant information. More specifically, these students were not 
knowledgeable about institutional aid programs or scholarships 
available at the schools they were considering. The student loan 
program, in particular, was not considered by the students to be 
a viable source of aid. Among these students, there was a general 
belief that completing the FAFSA and sending it for processing by 
the March deadline would be enough to obtain whatever aid would 
be needed to cover college costs. 
Although the parents of these students had a strong 
influence on their children's choice of college, usually by 
channeling them to inexpensive schools close to home, financial 
aid awards had the strongest effect on matriculation decisions 
for most of these students. The findings from this study show 
that small amounts of aid influenced matriculation decisions more 
than did large awards, when the aid offered lowered considerably 
the actual cost of attendance. Public schools offering smaller 
amount of aid were more attractive than private ones offering 
large amounts of aid, because the actual cost of attendance was 
much lower at public schools. The financial aid package most of 
these students received left them with unmet needs, as the 
expected family contribution was higher than was anticipated by 
the students or their families. These unmet needs influenced 
enrollment decisions more than did a specific amount or type of 
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awarded. The students decided to enroll at the school where 
they had to pay the least amount of money of their own to cover 
any unmet need. 
Most findings from this study relate to existing literature 
on college choice. Findings show, for example, that college costs 
deterred the students from considering some schools. This finding 
is consistent with findings from similar studies (Frances & 
Morning, 1993; Hearn, 1984; Levine & Nidiffer, 1996) suggesting 
that family income influences which institution a student 
ultimately attends. Findings also relate to existing literature 
(Levine & Nidiffer, 1996; Orfield, 1992) in that low-income 
students are less likely to set aside money for college costs. 
Findings from this study indicate that financial aid awards 
influenced students' matriculation decisions. This finding is 
consistent with existing research (Ginsburg & Mclaughlin, 1991; 
Leslie & Brinkman, 1993) stating that economically disadvantaged 
students attend college because of financial aid. Consistent also 
with existing literature, findings show that small amounts of aid 
are likely to influence students' matriculation decisions 
(Jackson, 1982; Hossler & Bean, 1990) and that the students were 
less responsive to the offering of loans (Moore, et al., 1991; 
St. John, 1990). 
Findings from this study reveal that costs were a major 
% 
concern for most students from the time they began considering 
college until their choice of a particular school. This and 
similar findings derived from the data lead to the development of 
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a college choice model illustrating the process of application 
for admissions and for financial aid as two parallel, but 
interrelated processes. In this model, the process of applying 
for financial aid is an integral part of the college choice 
process and an important determinant of matriculation decisions. 
The remainder of this chapter presents a discussion of the 
implications of the findings from this study, in terms of 
implications for theory and practice. Based on the findings, 
recommendations are suggested for students, parents, high school 
administrators, high school counselors, higher education 
institutions, and policy makers. 
Implications for Theory 
This section provides a discussion of the implications of 
the findings discussed in chapter 4. Data from this study lead to 
the development of a five-stage college choice model that 
modifies existing college choice models with a greater degree of 
specificity regarding how perceptions of cost and aid ultimately 
shape the actual choice decision. The proposed model, the aid 
recipient college choice model, depicts a series of complex, 
interactive processes focusing on the non-traditional, low- 
income, first-generation college applicant. The model presents 
two parallel, but interrelated processes (application for 
admissions and application for financial aid) to accommodate the 
students participating in this study who would go through both 
these processes. 
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The aid recipient college choice model could inform 
existing models of college choice in various ways. Existing 
college choice models — Jackson (1982), Chapman (1984), Hanson 
and Litten (1982), and Hossler and Gallagher (1987), in addition 
to most studies on college choice — have been conducted 
primarily with students from middle-and high-income families. 
These models may not be appropriate for understanding low-income 
students' college choices. The students participating in this 
study, for example, saw these two processes as intertwined, 
rather than as distinct activities or as separate sequences in a 
larger educational context. 
The model developed in this study could also affect 
econometric college choice models such as the Kotler and Fox 
(1985) model, which tend to assume that, as students consider 
college, they can identify and weigh the advantages and 
disadvantages of each school under consideration for attendance. 
Findings from this study indicate the students generally lacked 
basic knowledge about the different types of institutions, 
institutional selectivity and other types of differences that 
distinguish the various postsecondary institutions found in 
American society. Existing econometric models may be improved if 
they can be adapted to reflect the experiences of first- 
generation college students who tend to have access to less 
cultural capital (Lareau, 1987; McDonough, 1997) and 
consequently, are less knowledgeable about different college 
options and have a different frame of bounded rationality through 
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which to make such decisions. For example. Chapman's (1984) model 
proposes that family income has a direct effect on which colleges 
are considered. However, it does not take into consideration the 
effects of financial aid. This model could be improved by 
incorporating the process of applying for aid as an integral part 
of the choice process. Similarly, Hossler and Gallagher (1987) 
model's choice stage proposes that students compare the academic 
and social attributes of each college they have applied to and 
seek the best value with the greatest benefits when choosing an 
institution. Findings from this study indicate, however, that 
financial aid awards were the primary determinant for most of the 
students when choosing an institution. Hossler's and Gallagher's 
model (1987) could be improved by incorporating the offering of 
financial aid as another important determinant for students when 
choosing an institution. 
After parents, schools are the most influential socializing 
agent for students (McDonough, 1997). According to McDonough 
(1997) a school normative structure might or might not emphasize 
college through its curricular options, assumptions of students' 
cultural capital, counselors' expectations, and resources devoted 
to college preparation. Counselors' expectations, in particular, 
tend to influence students' performance, and consequently, their 
plans and aspirations. Lambert High, for example, had a college 
% 
advisor whose sole responsibility was to assist Lambert students 
in planning for and executing their college search process. The 
college advisor had been advising students on college planning 
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for over 10 years and was trained as a financial aid 
administrator. Melfield's High counselor, on the other hand, was 
not very knowledgeable about college planning or the process of 
obtaining financial aid; this was her first year advising 
students about college planning. It is likely then that the 
students attending Melfield High might have not received the most 
accurate and timely information on college planning and the 
process of obtaining financial aid. Findings from this study show 
that most students attending Lambert High engaged in early 
college preparations such as taking the PSAT. Findings also show 
that none of the students attending Lambert High cited the school 
counselor or teachers as sources of influence on college 
aspirations. These findings seemed to indicate that teachers and 
counselors at Lambert High were less likely to encourage first- 
generation, college-bound students to consider attending college. 
College Preparations 
Findings from this study reveal that the students generally 
began considering attending college between 8th and 9th grade. 
This finding is consistent with previous studies (McDonough, 
1997) indicating that students whose parents have attended 
college usually get a head start on college preparations in 
elementary school by taking the right courses. The relatively 
late start for students in this study seemed to be a result of 
their status as first-generation college students, because the 
processes of planning and preparing for college tends to be less 
defined for students with less access to cultural capital, such 
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as these (Lareau, 1987; McDonough, 1997; York-Anderson & Bowman, 
1991). According to McDonough's work (1997) students believe they 
are entitled to a particular kind of education based on their 
family's habitus or class status. Findings indicate that the 
students in this study shared a common habitus based on their 
beliefs and experiences as first-generation college students. 
This common habitus is in turn influenced by the school habitus, 
which tends to manipulate the flow and content of information the 
students are likely to receive. 
Encouragement and support from the parents were significant 
in shaping the educational aspirations of the students in this 
study. Similar studies (Conklin & Dailey, 1981; Hossler, et al., 
1999; Smith & Bers, 1989) have shown that parental encouragement 
is important during the college search process. The students 
reported receiving encouragement from their parents and 
indicating that this encouragement was important for the 
realizations of their college plans. This finding is consistent 
with previous research by Conklin and Dailey (1981), which found 
a positive association between parental encouragement and 
adolescents' educational aspirations. Because existing research 
(Billson & Terry, 1982; Terenzini, Springer, et al., 1996) has 
shown that first-generation college students are likely to 
receive less encouragement from their parents to attend college, 
the findings from this study would offer new knowledge to 
existing research on the role of parents in the college choice 
process and might encourage further research in this area. 
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Because the parents of the students participating in this 
study had never attended college, it is likely that the 
information they had about different types of institutions and 
best options for their children was limited. The parents also 
discouraged a full range of choices because of concerns about 
immediate financial costs. Cost influenced the type of school the 
parents deemed appropriate for the students in this study. The 
parents generally discouraged consideration of private schools 
and schools outside the state. 
The students in this study indicated their parents had 
limited financial resources to support their decision to attend 
college. This finding is consistent with studies by Levine & 
Nidiffer (1996), McDonough (1997) and Orfield (1992), which found 
that low-income families are less able to set aside money to pay 
for college. Low-income families, consequently, are likely to 
depend solely on financial aid when making decisions about 
whether to attend and where to attend college. 
The Search Process 
The findings from this study reveal that neither the 
students nor their parents had money set aside to pay for 
college, even when college costs were a concern from the time the 
students began considering college. The parents, concerned with 
college costs, developed strategies to ensure the students would 
% 
apply to affordable schools, such as prohibiting them from 
considering schools outside the state. Findings indicate that the 
students assumed that paying for college was solely their own 
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responsibility, not the responsibility of their parents. This is 
a key finding because existing research on college choice 
(Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997) suggests students often 
know less about financial aid processes than do their parents, 
because the students assume that paying for college is the 
parents' responsibility. This finding should encourage further 
research in this area, because most studies on college choice 
(Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 1997) have been conducted with 
students from middle-and-upper income families instead of low- 
income students, like the ones participating in this study. 
Findings from this study, consistent with findings from 
similar studies (Frances & Morning, 1993; Hearn, 1984, Jackson, 
1978; Manski & Wise, 1983), show that the students applied to 
colleges which they felt were most suitable financially, were 
less likely to attend selective institutions, and more likely to 
attend two-year schools. The findings suggest that the students 
only considered those schools they thought they could afford, on 
the basis of their expectations of financial aid. These findings 
are similar to those reported in studies by King (1996), 
McDonough (1997) and Orfield (1992). 
The findings from this study suggest most students did not 
avail themselves very much of the school's guidance services 
although, for some of them, the guidance counselor was 
instrumental during the search process. The students reported, 
for the most part, forging their own way in sorting through the 
wide range of available college options and narrowing down the 
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schools they would further consider. This finding provides a 
framework for additional research on the role of guidance 
counselors in helping students, particularly low-income, first- 
generation college-bound students, plan for and execute their 
college plans. 
Because each school differs in the actual structure and 
resources devoted to college preparation, the school habitus can 
either encourage or discourage the pursuit of a college 
education. The school climate at Lambert High, for example, was 
conducive to college planning. Lambert High had a college advisor 
whose sole responsibility was to assist Lambert students in 
planning for and executing their college search process. The 
college advisor has been assisting students with college planning 
for over 10 years and she was trained as a financial aid 
administrator. Ninety three percent (93%) of the seniors 
attending Lambert High attend a postsecondary institution upon 
graduation, with close to 75% of students attending a four-year 
school. At Melfield High, 84% of seniors attend a postsecondary 
education upon graduation, with half of the students (42%) 
attending a four-year school. At Melfield, a school counselor 
assists the seniors with college planning on a rotating basis; a 
different counselor is assigned to work with seniors each year. 
This was the first year the school counselor at Melfield High 
assisted the students planning for and executing their college 
search process. The counselor stated she was not very 
knowledgeable about financial aid matters. 
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These finding's show that students have different resources 
and time for college planning depending on the school they are 
attending. The findings also show that schools that have lower 
percentages of students with college aspirations, such as 
Melfield High, tend to have fewer resources for college 
preparations than schools with a high percentage of students 
considering college. 
Findings from this study show that none of the students 
attending Lambert High cited the school counselor or teachers as 
sources of influence on their college aspirations. This finding 
seems to indicate that teachers and counselors at Lambert were 
less likely to encourage low-income, first-generation college- 
bound students to pursue a college education. Although previous 
research (McDonough, 1997; Rosenbaum, 1976; Vanfossen, et al., 
1987) has also suggested that guidance counselors tend to have 
lower expectations of students who come from low-income 
backgrounds and tend to offer them less encouragement and 
support, results from this study could not provide sufficient 
evidence to support or reject this statement. 
The Choice Process 
Parents were influential in narrowing down the type of 
schools the students considered and chose. This finding is 
consistent with studies by Conklin and Dailey (1981) showing that 
parental encouragement had a significant effect on the type of 
institution a student decides to attend. Findings show the 
parents exerted a stronger influence on students' choices and 
179 
attitudes than did the school they were attending. This finding 
reinforces McDonough's 1997 work that suggests that parents are 
primary agents of socialization for students, while schools are 
secondary agents. Findings from this study, consistent with 
findings from similar studies on the role of guidance counselors 
in the college choice process (Boyer, 1987; Hossler, et al., 
1999; McDonough, 1997), show that high school counselors are less 
likely to influence students in selecting a college. 
Findings from this study show that students applied either 
to Ivy League institutions or to inexpensive state schools. Most 
students in the study applied to at least one prestigious, 
competitive school even after recognizing that their average 
grades and SAT scores might not be enough to gain them acceptance 
to the school. The students in this study were generally not 
knowledgeable about different college options and institutional 
selectivity, which might explain why they did not consider a 
range of schools. Consistent with McDonough's work (1997), low- 
income students are less likely to apply to a range of different 
types of schools. Findings also reveal that most students in this 
study were not accepted at the school of first choice. For most 
of these students, the school of first choice was a competitive 
school they hoped to get in even when lacking the school entrance 
requirements. Because existing research (Hossler, et al., 1999; 
McDonough, 1997) has suggested that students are usually accepted 
at their school of first choice, this finding provides a 
framework for additional research in this area. 
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Findings from this study suggest that the students might 
have not attended college without financial assistance. This 
finding is consistent with findings from Leslie and Brinkman's 
(1993) research, which showed that low-income students were 
unable to enroll in college without financial aid. The study also 
found that parents' and students' knowledge about financial aid 
processes was minimal. This finding is similar to that reported 
in previous studies on financial aid (Dixon, 1988; Levine & 
Nidiffer, 1996) indicating that students from poor families often 
know less about financial aid than does the general public. 
Findings reveal that financial aid awards had a positive 
effect on students' matriculation decisions. This finding is 
consistent with existing research on the relationship between 
financial aid and college enrollment (Chapman & Jackson, 1987; 
Ginsburg & Mclaughlin, 1991; Hossler, et al., 1999; Jackson, 
1978; Moore, et al., 1991; St. John, 1990). Findings from this 
study, similar to findings in previous studies (Jackson 1982; 
Hossler & Bean, 1990), show that small amounts of financial aid 
can have a significant impact on student college choice 
decisions. Although financial aid awards positively influenced 
students' matriculation decisions, it was the amount of the unmet 
need after the award was applied to the actual cost of 
attendance, which influenced most enrollment decisions of these 
* 
students. Because the financial aid packages most students 
received left them with unmet needs, these unmet needs tended to 
influence enrollment decisions more than did a specific amount of 
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type of aid. The students generally decided to enroll at the 
school offering them the largest financial aid award in relation 
to the actual cost of attendance and they had to pay very little 
of their own money to cover any unmet need. 
Program quality was important for some students in the 
study when searching for colleges. The quality of programs, 
however, did not ultimately influence students' matriculation 
decisions. Because these students generally decided to enroll at 
the school offering the largest financial aid award in relation 
to the actual cost of attendance, program quality virtually 
disappeared as a decision criterion once specific cost became a 
factor. 
The findings from this study indicate that even after 
receiving financial aid, most students were unable to attend the 
most costly, prestigious institutions. Because some studies 
(Leslie & Brinkman, 1993; Hossler et al., 1999) have suggested 
that student aid programs have enabled the enrollment of students 
at more expensive institutions, these findings should encourage 
further research in this area, particularly with low-income 
students with average grades. Low-income students with average 
grades are less likely to enroll at private institutions than are 
high-ability students from low-income backgrounds, who tend to 
receive merit-based scholarships, thus reducing considerably the 
% 
actual cost of attendance. Students with average grades, on the 
other hand, are usually dependent on student loans to cover costs 
at private institutions. 
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The financial aid awards received by the students in this 
study were not enough to allow them to choose the more costly, 
selective institutions unless they were willing to invest heavily 
in student loans. Findings show the students generally refused to 
take student loans mainly because the debt was not perceived as 
manageable. These findings are consistent with findings from 
similar studies that have inquired into the student loan program 
(Baum, 1996; Mortenson, 1988; Orfield, 1992). These studies found 
that low-income students are hesitant about borrowing money to 
finance an education because they are less likely than are 
students from families with higher incomes to think they can 
repay the student loans. Findings from this study show the 
student loans were not considered a type of aid and actually 
served to deter the students from choosing costly institutions. 
Findings from this study show the students had little or no 
money at all to contribute towards college costs. Findings also 
reveal that financial aid awards influenced students' 
matriculation decisions. If the students depended on financial 
aid to be able to enroll in school, it could be assumed that 
adequate financial aid awards throughout the four years in 
college are needed to ensure their persistence. "The makeup of 
the financial aid package and the perception of the adequacy of 
aid are important to the students' ability to persist" (Linsley, 
1997, p. 19). Paulsen and St. John (1997), introducing the 
concept of financial nexus between college choice and 
persistence, found that financial aid awards could have both 
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direct and indirect effects on subsequent persistence decisions. 
According to Paulsen and St. John (1997) the expectations 
students form of the collegiate experience during the college 
choice process influence their commitment to graduating from the 
school in which they had enrolled. Braxton, et al., (1995) also 
found that when the expectations formed by prospective students 
prior to matriculation were met, they were more likely to be 
committed to graduating from the school in which they had 
enrolled. This means, for example, that persistence would likely 
depend on how well the financial aid package meets students' 
expectations after enrollment. The fact that receiving financial 
aid positively influences persistence can have serious 
implications for the financial aid packaging of low-income 
students. Low-income students, for example, are likely to drop 
out of school because of small amounts of money, such as carfare, 
are unmet (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). These types of students are 
also less likely to borrow money to finance college than students 
from middle-to upper families (Baum, 1996; Mortenson, 1988; 
Orfield, 1992). 
Consistent, adequate financial aid awards throughout the 
four years in college are needed to increase students' 
persistence, particularly for those students from low-income 
backgrounds. Aid awarded most heavily in the first year of 
* 
college with the purpose of enrolling students is not recommended 
for low-income students, who usually enroll in a particular 
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school because of the adequacy of financial aid awards but will 
continue to depend on financial aid for persistence. 
Implications for Practice 
The following section provides a discussion of the 
implications of the findings from this study for students, 
parents, high school administrators, counselors, and higher 
education institutions. 
Students and Parents 
Parents play a key role in shaping the educational 
aspirations of their children (Conklin & Dailey, 1981; Hossler, 
et al., 1999; Lareau, 1987; McDonough, 1997). Early encouragement 
seems to increase the chances of the students of wanting to 
pursue a college education (Conklin & Dailey, 1981). As such, 
parents need to communicate high expectations to their children 
early on and encourage them to become high achievers. Parents can 
express their support by assisting their children as they search 
for information about colleges and how to obtain financial aid 
and also by visiting different schools. Because parents who have 
not attended college tend to know very little about the process 
of preparing for college, the process of obtaining financial aid 
and the identification of suitable college options, these parents 
need to seek out the help of the school counselor early on to 
develop a college planning strategy for their children. The 
% 
parents would need to visit the guidance office regularly, attend 
school meetings on college planning, and become acquainted early 
on with college admission and financial aid processes. 
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Because college cost tended, to be a major concern for 
students and their families in this study, parents must be 
encouraged to save money for college although this is often 
impossible for families from low-income backgrounds. Findings 
from this study reveal that the students did not have money to 
contribute towards college costs, that they estimated their 
expected family contribution to be zero, and that the students 
expected financial aid to cover all college costs. Parents and 
students need to understand that saving money for college might 
be the only way that financial assistance could cover all college 
costs. Saving money for college, however, it is not an easy task 
for parents from low-income backgrounds with no extra money to 
spare. Parents, however, need to be encouraged to set aside small 
amounts of money towards college costs such as $10.00 per week, 
starting when their children begin middle school and continuing 
throughout all four years of high school. More than the total 
amount of money that could be accumulated, this practice makes 
parents conscious about cost early on and might encourage them to 
look for alternative ways to finance a college education. Parents 
also need to be educated about the fact that financial aid awards 
would not cover all college costs and some contribution from the 
families is to be expected. 
College aspirations were not enough for some students to 
% 
begin active preparation for college. The students in this study 
began considering attending college usually in 8th or 9th grade, 
but the actual decision to attend college was not reached until 
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later. Some time elapsed between the time when the students began 
thinking about going to college and the time when they actually 
started taking active steps to prepare for college. Students and 
parents need to understand and recognize the importance of early 
college preparation and the steps this preparation entails. 
First-generation college-bound students, in particular, need to 
begin preparing for college early on, particularly by inquiring 
about and taking required courses, preparing for and taking the 
PSAT and the SAT, requesting information from a wide range of 
schools, requesting information about college costs and financial 
aid programs, and becoming high achievers. Having this type of 
information readily available might encourage the students to 
begin active preparation early on. 
Findings from this study reveal that most students forged 
their own way in sorting through the many college options 
available without much help from the school counselor. Students 
and their parents need to begin working closely with high school 
counselors to develop an effective college planning strategy by 
the 9th grade. Students need to recognize the importance of the 
counselor's expertise in planning for college. They also need to 
start using the school's resources for college planning and take 
responsibility for learning about the college choice process and 
the different types of schools available. 
High School Administrators 
The results from this study suggest that the relationship 
between first-generation college-bound students and high school 
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guidance counselors must be strengthened. The relationship could 
be strengthened with lower counselor-to-student ratios or with 
the hiring of a college advisor to work exclusively with first- 
generation college-bound students. These types of students are 
likely to lack family resources to help them prepare for college. 
However, because of budgetary constraints frequently affecting 
public schools' finances, it might be difficult for schools, 
particularly those schools with the fewest resources, (which tend 
to serve the students who are most likely to need this type of 
assistance), to increase personnel. One way schools could lower 
the number of students per counselor is by supplementing their 
counseling programs with federally funded pre-college programs 
such as Talent Search and Upward Bound programs whose basic 
mission is to identify capable but poorly prepared students and 
provide them with special instruction, summer programs on college 
campuses, and help in applying for college (Orfield, 1992). 
Although these programs are already in operation in many schools, 
there is a continued need to expand their services and personnel 
because they only serve a small fraction of low-income students. 
In fiscal year 1990 the level of support for these programs 
barely reach 20% of the eligible and needy population (Gladieux, 
1991) . 
High schools could also offer a two-semester elective 
course designed to assist students with the college search 
process. This type of group advising would not only alleviate the 
caseload for guidance counselors for the course is to be taught 
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by teachers, but could, also provide a setting where students 
could encourage each other throughout the application process, 
keep track of deadlines, share information about scholarships, 
and discuss the different types of institutions available. Again, 
this type of setting would be most beneficial for first- 
generation college-bound students who are likely to need greater 
guidance from school personnel to get ready for college, but who 
are less likely to seek their services. 
High schools, through academic tracking, informal 
expectations and flow of information, tend to discriminate 
against low-income students. Equity in access does not just mean 
an opportunity to go to any college - all students should have a 
full range of choices that match their ability. These findings 
are beyond the scope of this study, however, they provide 
directions for future research about how low-income students 
interpret and make sense of messages they receive from school 
counselors and teachers. 
High School Counselors 
As early as 9th grade, counselors should provide structured 
experiences for students to learn more about different college 
options. The availability of these programs, however, would not 
necessarily attract the student who would need these services the 
most; the first-generation college-bound student. The majority of 
students in this study reported forging their own way in sorting 
through the wide range of schools available and narrowing down 
the schools they would consider, without much understanding of 
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the differences among various types of college. This practice 
appears to be detrimental for low-income, first-generation 
college-bound students, because without understanding the college 
opportunity structure, they are unlikely to select a prestigious, 
competitive school and instead settle with a low-tier college. 
There is a need to review high schools' college counseling 
program practices and make any changes necessary to attract these 
types of students and help them understand, among many things, 
the college opportunity structure. A program evaluation should be 
implemented to generate empirical evidence for guiding this and 
similar types of re-structuring efforts. Findings from this study 
reveal that most students forged their own way in sorting through 
the many colleges available and became overwhelmed by the many 
different college options. Low-income, first-generation college- 
bound students might feel inadequate or just scared about 
enlisting the help of their guidance counselor for college 
planning purposes. The hesitation these students might exhibit is 
understandable, because the knowledge they have about preparing 
for college tends to be very narrow and limited. They might even 
fail to recognize the importance of the guidance counselor's help 
with college planning. 
The students in this study applied to schools based on ill- 
formed expectations of financial aid and not based on actual 
knowledge about financial processes and programs. Students' 
understanding of the financial aid process was generally limited 
to knowing that the FAFSA must be completed, without recognition 
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that there is a need to look further into different types of 
financial aid. This lack of understanding is damaging, because 
low-income students should be the primary beneficiaries of 
financial aid programs and yet they seem unprepared to take 
advantage of these targeted opportunities. 
To begin to address this issue, high school college 
counseling program practices need to be reviewed and counselors 
trained to increase their understanding about financial aid at 
the federal, state and institutional level. There is a need for 
counselors to be knowledgeable about financial aid programs, 
educate students and their parents early on about them. 
Currently, most help provided to students and parents at the high 
school level has revolved around helping them filling out the 
FAFSA. This type of help, although crucial, is not enough for 
students and their parents to take advantage of the full range of 
available financial aid opportunities. Both parents and students 
need to be educated about the different types of aid programs, 
particularly need-based institutional grants. Parents and 
students need to be educated about institutional programs and 
scholarship opportunities available at the schools that are being 
considered. 
Counseling programs should also develop written materials 
to educate students and parents about the cost of attendance, 
institutional financial aid programs and scholarship 
opportunities. These materials should be simple, with financial 
aid terminology clearly explained. 
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Findings from this study indicate that the high school 
counselors exhibited different levels of understanding and 
familiarity with college admissions and financial aid processes. 
On one hand, Lambert's counselor was trained as a financial aid 
administrator, on the other hand, Melfield's counselor lacked 
general understanding about financial aid processes and tended to 
refer students to the Talent Search counselor for financial 
questions. High school guidance counselors need professional 
development and affiliation with relevant local and national 
organizations to keep abreast of college admission procedures and 
financial aid processes. They also need to visit and become 
knowledgeable about a wider range of schools. Visiting local 
schools might not be enough for educating the students on the 
many different college options. High school counselors need to 
receive training in order to understand and be able to educate 
students and their parents about the higher education opportunity 
structure. 
Findings from this study reveal that none of the students 
attending Lambert High mentioned the school counselor as a source 
of influence of their college aspirations. One explanation to 
this finding might be that the types of information counselors 
tend to provide students are the types they judge to be most 
appropriate to the students' ability (McDonough, 1997). 
Counselors' perceptions and expectations of students directly 
influence students' educational outcomes. These perceptions, 
however, are mainly influenced by the counselor's assumptions of 
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students cultural capital as guidance counselors tend to have 
higher expectations of students who come from high socioeconomic 
class families and lower expectations of those students coming 
from low-income backgrounds (McDonough, 1997; Rosenbaum, 1976; 
Vanfossen, et al., 1987). Professional development is also needed 
for counselors to be able to identify and eradicate assumptions 
about how knowledgeable students and parents are about basic 
college information and prerequisites. Counselors need to begin 
to understand that some students lack the cultural capital 
relevant to college choice. Schools, on the other hand, need to 
reorient their policies to first-generation increase students' 
cultural capital. 
Because the parents of first-generation college-bound 
students have not attended college, they tend to know very little 
about preparing for college, providing direction for their 
children for information-gathering activities, or identifying 
suitable college options (Hossler, et al., 1999; McDonough, 
1997). Counseling programs need, once again, to review their 
practices and make necessary changes to attract parents who have 
never attended college. Counseling programs need to keep in mind 
that these type of parents are likely to feel inadequate because 
they know so little about college preparation, and might avoid 
meeting with the school counselor altogether (Rosenbaum, 1976). 
Counselors need to attract parents by frequently inviting them to 
the school. Meetings with parents should begin when the student 
is in the 9th grade. Engaging in early college preparations is 
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important because first-generation college students are likely to 
be misguided because they tend to have less knowledge about 
college (York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991) . Informal letters should 
also be mailed frequently to parents. These letters should be 
written in a simple language so that parents who have never 
attended college could easily understand them. 
Higher Education Institutions 
College admissions officers need to review their outreach 
practices and tailor them to reach out to low-income parents who 
have never attended college. The marketing materials designed to 
educate parents and students about their institution should also 
be written in a very simple language and include definitions of 
college terminology. Admissions officers should attend community 
forums to help demystify the college admissions process and 
become more approachable to the parents of prospective students. 
On-line searches and college visits were considered two 
very important sources of information for students. Colleges need 
to develop easy-to-navigate websites for students to be able to 
access their information. Information about how to access these 
websites should be distributed to students during school visits 
and, college fairs, and mailed to students with other types of 
marketing information. Directions on how to access the websites 
should be explained step by step. A website address might not be 
enough as findings from this study reveal most students 
confronted difficulties navigating the Internet. 
Financial aid offices need to review how they inform 
students about the cost of attendance at their particular 
institution, and include more information about their 
institutional aid programs, particularly information about 
academic merit and need-based scholarships. Again, the language 
of these written materials should be very basic and elementary so 
that parents who have never attended college can understand it. 
The financial aid terminology also needs to be clearly explained. 
The information about financial aid should be directed both at 
parents and students. Findings from this study reveal the 
students assumed that paying for college was solely their own 
responsibility, not the responsibility of their parents. 
Consequently, financial aid offices need to eradicate the belief 
that only parents are responsible for college costs and only 
parents might be interested in this type of information. 
Given that financial aid awards can have both direct and 
indirect effects on subsequent persistence decisions (Cabrera, 
Castaneda, et al., 1992; Leslie & Brinkman, 1988; St. John, 1990; 
St. John, et al., 1996) the awards must be adequate and 
consistent throughout the four years of college. Aid awarded most 
heavily in the first year of college with the purpose of 
enrolling students is not recommended for low-income students who 
are likely to drop out of school because of relatively small 
unmet financial needs. Findings from this study show that 
financial aid awards positively influenced enrollment decisions 
of most students participating in this study. Institutions of 
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higher education interested in increasing access for low-income 
students like the ones participating in this study should develop 
systematic assessments to evaluate how specific amounts and types 
of aid influence enrollment decisions of low-income students. 
There is a need for institutions of higher education to develop 
systematic assessments to evaluate the success rate of particular 
students, especially low-income students, and award student aid 
packages and retention payoffs having increasing aid. A survey of 
accepted students may also provide valuable information on how 
competitive a given institution's financial aid offers are. 
A college education is far from affordable as tuition 
continues to increase. While inflation has remained fairly 
constant, college costs have continued to increase at alarming 
rates. The impact of price hikes has been cushioned by federal 
aid (Boyd, 1975; Gladieux & Hauptman, 1995) because whenever an 
institution increases its charges, it may increase how many 
students are eligible for federal assistance. Through the need- 
based aid system, federal policies have influenced tuition, fees, 
and other charges set by institutions. This relationship is 
detrimental because it seems to encourage institutions of higher 
education to continue raising the cost of attendance. College 
administrators must work to keep college costs down to maintain 
their institutions' accessibility particularly for low-income 
students. Low-income students, for the most part, look for less 
expensive institutions in a effort to counteract rising tuition 
costs because they are generally less able and willing than 
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middle-income students to borrow money to finance a college 
education (Baum, 1996; Orfield, 1992). 
In order to keep their institutions affordable, college 
presidents must look for additional sources of money to increase 
financial aid allocations. Approaching private corporations as 
financial aid sources is one way college presidents can attract 
outside finding to their institutions. 
Policymakers 
The students in this study expressed concerns about college 
costs and financial aid options from the time they began thinking 
about college. These concerns reflect the need to inform parents 
and students early about their college financing options. The 
study also revealed that these students would not be able to 
enroll in college without financial assistance. Given this fact, 
it is crucial for policymakers to continue to address issues of 
finances in access to college. 
Policymakers need to increase the Pell grant awards given 
to low-income students. Higher Pell grant awards could lower the 
amount of student loans that students are likely to incur, and 
might increase their chances of attending the most costly 
institutions. This is important because student loans are not 
perceived as a type of financial aid or as an investment and are 
likely to deter students from choosing expensive institutions. 
% 
Low-income students do not see the student loans debt as a 
manageable debt. Consequently, they resist taking out student 
loans to finance a college education. 
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Summary 
iriding's from this study emphasize thG need to undGrstand 
the college choice process as a set of financial decisions 
conditioned by other choice issues. Because most studies on 
college choice have been conducted with students from high-income 
families, less is known about how students from low-income 
backgrounds engage in the process of obtaining financial aid as 
an integral part of the larger college choice process. College 
costs were a major concern for the students participating in this 
study from the time they began considering college. College costs 
deterred these students from considering some schools, 
particularly private institutions. Thus, cost predetermined the 
type of school that could be considered by the students. The 
students reported having small amounts of money, if any, to 
contribute towards college, and tended to depend solely on their 
expectations of financial aid. The students expected to be 
eligible to receive financial aid because they came from a low- 
income family and expected financial aid awards to cover all 
college costs. 
The findings from this study show financial aid awards had 
a strong effect on students' matriculation decisions. The unmet 
need, however, influenced students' enrollment decisions more 
than did a particular amount or type of aid. How much money the 
students needed to pay after the financial aid was applied to the 
cost of attendance was a major determinant for the students in 
deciding where to enroll. This is not surprising, taking into 
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consideration that the students reported having no money to 
contribute towards college costs. Although financial aid packages 
had positive effects on students' matriculation decisions, 
financial aid awards were not enough to allow these students to 
enroll at more expensive, private institutions, unless they were 
willing to borrow large amounts of money. The students were 
generally unwilling to borrow money for college because the 
resulting student loan debt was not perceived as manageable. 
Understanding and engaging in the process of obtaining 
financial aid was somewhat a haphazard process for these 
students. The students expected to have a zero estimated family 
contribution because they were from low-income backgrounds. The 
students also expected financial aid to cover all college costs. 
The students, on the other hand, were not knowledgeable about 
different types of aid. The only piece of information about 
financial aid they deemed important and necessary was how to 
complete the FAFSA. These students thought that completing the 
FAFSA by the March deadline was enough to obtain the aid for 
which they were eligible. 
Because college costs tend to be a major concern for 
families from low-income backgrounds, parents must be encouraged 
to save money for college. Parents also need to be educated about 
the fact that financial aid awards will not cover all college 
% 
costs and some contribution from families is to be expected. 
There is also a need to educate parents and students about 
different types of aid. 
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Counseling program practices need to be reviewed and school 
counselors trained to increase their understanding of financial 
aid matters at the federal, state, and institutional level. 
Currently, most help provided to students at the high school 
level revolve around helping students filling out the FAFSA. This 
type of help, although crucial, is not enough for students to 
take advantage of the full range of available financial aid 
opportunities. Students need to be educated on the different 
types of aid programs, particularly need-based institutional 
grants. Counseling programs should develop written materials 
designed to educate students and parents about the cost of 
attendance, institutional aid programs and scholarship 
opportunities. 
Financial aid offices at institutions of higher education 
need to review how they inform students about the cost of 
attendance, and include more information about institutional aid 
programs, particularly, information about academic merit and 
need-based scholarships. The language in these written materials 
should be very basic so that parents who have not attended 
college can understand the information. Financial aid offices 
need to eradicate the belief that only parents are responsible 
for college costs and only parents might be interested in 
financial aid information. Financial aid information should be 
available to both students and parents. 
Given that financial aid awards can have both direct and 
indirect effects on subsequent persistence decisions, the awards 
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must be adeguate und consist©nt throughout th© four years of 
college. Aid awarded most heavily in the first year of college is 
not recommended for low-income students, who are likely to drop 
out of school because of relatively small amount of unmet 
financial needs. 
Policymakers need to advocate for increases in the Pell 
grant program. According to Gladieux and Hauptman (1995) without 
significant increases in the current program eligibility and 
award amounts. Pell grants are unlikely to continue to achieve 
the goal of increasing the college participation and completion 
rates of economically disadvantaged students. Because the Pell 
grant program was intended to serve as the base or floor of a 
student's financial aid package (Orfield, 1992), higher Pell 
grants could lower the amount of money students must borrow to 
cover college costs, and might increase their chances of 
enrolling at costly, private institutions. Financial assistance 
from campus-based and state programs could be added to the Pell 
grant up to the limit if the student's need. 
The FAFSA should include information that urge students to 
contact the financial aid office of the schools they are 
considering, to obtain information about campus-based and state 
aid programs. The FAFSA should clearly state in the cover that 
the form is only for federal aid and that state and institutional 
aid programs are available through other sources. It should state 
that the funding of student aid programs is a partnership between 
states and the federal government (Davis & Van Dusen, 1978). The 
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FAFSA should also state that financial aid awards might not cover 
all college costs and that all families are expected to make a 
contribution towards college costs. Rarely, financial aid 
(including all federal, state, and institutional sources) meets 
all of a given student's financial need (Linsley, 1997). 
Conclusion 
Findings from the study suggest that the college choice 
process is heavily influenced by cost and financial aid. Cost was 
the most important criteria used by these students to narrow down 
suitable college options; college costs determined the schools 
the students in this study were able to consider. These students, 
anticipating their parents would not have money to pay for 
college, applied for financial assistance as a way to cover 
college costs. 
The findings from this study show that financial aid awards 
had a strong effect on matriculation decisions of most students. 
The smaller the unmet need, however, the greater the likelihood 
of the student enrolling at a particular institution. The level 
of unmet need influenced the decisions of these students to 
enroll at a particular school more than did a specific amount or 
type of aid. Small amounts of aid were usually effective when 
they lowered considerably the actual cost of attendance at a 
particular school. 
Because the college choice process was found to be heavily 
influenced by cost and financial aid, data from this study lead 
to the development of a college choice model incorporating cost 
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and financial aid as major determinants of college choices for 
low-income, first-generation college students. This model, the 
aid recipient college choice model, would add new knowledge to 
existing research on college choice and could inform existing 
models in various ways because most studies have been conducted 
with students from upper-middle income families. The proposed 
model modifies existing college choice models with a greater 
degree of specificity regarding how perceptions of cost and aid 
ultimately shape the actual choice decision. The model presents 
parallel but interrelated processes of application for admissions 
and for financial aid necessary to accommodate the experiences of 
students such as the ones participating in this study who must go 
through both processes as part of the college choice process. 
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APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
Site/School Tasks & Activities Date (2001,2002) 
Amherst Data gathering 
-Interview #1 (students) 12/18, 1/23 
Amherst Data gathering 
- Interview #1 (counselor) 1/15 
Springfield Data gathering 
- Interview #1 (students) 2/28 
Springfield Data gathering 
- Interview #1 (counselor) 12/8 
Transcription, Data analysis December-February 
Amherst Data gathering 
- Interview #2 (students) 3/13, 3/14, 4/12 
Springfield Data gathering 
- Interview #2 (students) 3/25 
Transcription, Data analysis March-late April 
Amherst Data gathering 
- Interview #3 (students) 4/24, 4/26, 5/1 
Springfield Data gathering 
- Interview #3 (students) 4/25 
Transcription, Data analysis April-May 
Report preparation June, July 
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APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Original Questions - First Interview 
Are you considering college? 
When did you start to consider college? 
Why do you want to go to college? 
When did you become aware of college preparatory programs? 
How did you come to enroll in a college track program? 
How do your teachers feel about your college plans? Have they 
influenced your plans at all? 
How do your guidance counselor feel about your college plans? 
What type of information have you received from the guidance 
office? 
Does the guidance office have information about the college(s) 
you are interested in? 
Tell me about your friends. Are your friends in a college 
preparatory track? Are your friends considering college? 
- How do they feel about your college plans? Have they 
influenced your college plans? 
What are your sources of support in deciding to go to college? 
Who supported you in your decision? 
How does your family feel about you going to college? 
Tell me about the process of applying to college 
Tell me about searching for colleges to apply to. 
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Where are you applying? How did you decide which college (s) to 
apply? 
How are you finding out information about these colleges? 
Have you requested information from any particular college? 
What types of information have you received from colleges? 
Have you visited/plan to visit the college(s) you are 
interested in? 
What do you think are the biggest barriers/challenges to 
attending college? 
Tell me about your aspirations 
What are your biggest fears? 
Protocol Changes - First Interview 
When did you start to consider college? 
Who talked to you about college? 
Why do you want to go to college? 
When did you find out about the classes you needed to take to 
go to college? 
Did you take the PSAT? When? 
How and when did you register for the SAT? 
How do your teachers feel about your college plans? 
Have they influenced your college plans? 
How does your guidance counselor feel about your college 
plans? 
Have he/she influenced your college plans? 
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What type of information have you received from the guidance 
counselor office? 
How was it helpful? 
Tell me about your friends. Are they considering college? 
Have they influenced your college plans? 
Have they encouraged you to apply to a particular 
college? 
Who supported you in your decision to attend college? 
How does your family feel about you going to college? 
What do they do to help? 
What do you talk about? 
Tell me about the application process 
Tell me about searching for colleges to apply to 
To which colleges have you applied? 
Why did you decide to apply to these colleges? 
Which college is your first choice? 
Which colleges do you think are most likely to accept you 
and why? 
How did you find out information about these colleges? 
Did you request information from these colleges? 
What type of information have you received? 
What has been more interesting or useful? 
* 
Which of these colleges have you visited/plan to visit? 
How have the visits been like? 
What new things have you learned? 
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Do you think it is important to visit the colleges? 
What do you think are the biggest barriers/challenges in going 
to college? 
What are your aspirations? 
What are you biggest fears? 
Original Questions - Second Interview 
How do you plan to pay for college? 
Have you applied for financial aid? 
From where did you obtain the financial aid application? 
Do you think you are eligible for financial aid? What makes 
you eligible (ineligible)? 
Did someone help you to complete the financial aid 
application? 
How much information do you have about the costs of a college 
education? 
How did you find out/plan to find information about financial 
aid programs? 
How much information about financial aid have you received 
from your guidance counselor? 
How much information about financial aid have you received 
from the college(s) you have applied for? 
Do you know how much money the college you are applying for, 
* 
cost? 
- Tell me what you know about different types of financial aid? 
How much information do your parents have about financial aid? 
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How much money do you think your parents can contribute to 
your college education? 
Protocol Changes - Second Interview 
How do you plan to pay for college? 
- Have you applied for financial aid? 
Do you think you are eligible for financial aid? 
What makes you eligible (ineligible)? 
From where did you obtain the financial aid application? 
How did you know how to fill out the financial aid 
application? 
Have you applied for scholarships? 
How did you go about finding information about 
scholarships? 
How much do you think four years of college will cost? 
How much do you know about financial aid? 
How did you find out/plan to find out information about 
financial aid? 
Do you think that student loans are a type of financial aid? 
Have you been discouraged from taking out student loans? 
By who? 
What type of information about financial aid have you received 
from the guidance counselor? 
What information about financial aid have you received from 
the colleges you have applied for? 
Do you know the cost of the colleges you applied to? 
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How do you know you will be able to pay for college? 
Were you concerned about money when applying to some colleges? 
How much do you think your parents can contribute to your 
college education? 
What do your parents know about financial aid? 
How much do they know about financial aid? 
Original Questions - Third Interview 
Have you decided which college to attend? 
How did you decide/will decide which college to attend? 
How much did your parents influence/will influence your 
college choice decision? 
How much did your guidance counselor influence/will influence 
your college choice decision? 
How much did your teachers influence/will influence your 
college choice decisions? 
How much did your friends influence/will influence your 
college choice decisions? 
How much prestige and quality of programs influenced your 
college-choice decision? 
What was the role of financial aid in your decision? 
How difficult/easy was the process of applying for financial 
aid? 
How much financial aid did you receive? 
Would you live on campus or commute to college? 
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Protocol Changes - Third Interview 
How difficult/easy was the process of searching for colleges 
to apply to? 
How difficult/easy was the process of applying to colleges? 
Do you have an accessible computer at home? 
How do you research the Internet? 
How much time? 
What did you look for? 
Who helped you with the search? 
Have you decided which college to attend? 
How did you decide which college to attend? 
Was this your first choice? 
How much did your parents influence your college choice 
decision? 
How much did your guidance counselor influence your college 
choice decision? 
How much did your friends influence your college choice 
decision? 
How much importance did you give to prestige and quality of 
programs when deciding which college to attend? 
Did financial aid influence your decision? 
In what way? 
How difficult/easy was the process of applying for financial 
aid? 
How much financial aid did you receive? 
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Were you satisfied or not, with the amount of financial aid 
you received? 
- Were you satisfied or not, with the type of financial aid you 
received? 
Do you know how the school calculated your financial aid 
package? 
Would you live on campus or commute? 
If you were able to do the college search process again, what 
would you do differently? 
Original Questions - Guidance Counselors 
How do students get placed in the college preparatory track 
program? 
How much of your efforts are devoted to college planning? 
How do students find out about college representatives 
visiting the school? 
How familiar are you with college admissions processes? 
What kind of college information is made available to students 
and parents? 
From how many colleges do you have guidebooks and/or 
applications? 
How much time do you spend with every seniors on one-on-one 
meetings? 
* 
How many students do you see on a daily basis? 
How do you view the role of the guidance counselor in writing 
letters of recommendation for college applicants? 
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How do you see the role of guidance counselors in educating 
parents and students about higher education and financial aid 
programs? 
How much information in the guidance office is about financial 
aid? 
How knowledgeable are you about financial aid matters? 
What type of networking you has with local colleges? 
Do you have a lot of students going to local colleges? 
What type of affiliations, professional networks are you part 
of? 
How many seniors do you have? 
Do you or the school keeps records of graduates' destinations? 
Protocol Changes - Guidance Counselors 
How many seniors do you have/are responsible for? 
What percentages (%) of students want to go to college? 
How many really go to college? 
What are the most important barriers? 
Do you see patterns in the students who go to college versus 
those who does not? 
What type of information is provided to college-bound 
students? 
How much of your efforts are devoted to college planning? 
% 
When do students begin receiving information about college? 
How many college representatives have visited the school? 
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How do students find out what college representative(s) is/are 
visiting the school? 
How familiar are you with college admissions processes? 
What kind of college information is made available to students 
and parents? 
From how many colleges do you have guidebooks and/or 
applications? 
How much time do you spend with every senior? (One-on-one 
meetings) 
How many students do you see on a daily basis? 
How do you view the role of the guidance counselor in writing 
letters of recommendation for college applicants? 
How do you see the role of guidance counselors in educating 
parents and students about higher education? 
. . about financial aid programs? 
How much information in the guidance office is about financial 
aid? 
How seniors get informed about financial aid? 
How knowledgeable are you about financial aid matters? 
What type of networking do you have with local colleges? 
Do many of your students attend local colleges? 
Tell me about your types of affiliations, professional 
* 
networks. 
Does you or the school keep track of graduates' destinations? 
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